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Growing up, I was not exposed to queerness; if anything, I was shielded from it. It would 
not be until college when I began to explore that part of myself. To put it simply, in the words of 
Roxane Gay, “my family was not thrilled with the news that I was [bisexual], but they never 
turned their back on me either, so all things considered, I was one of the lucky ones.”1 Without 
any role models, I turned to where I always found solace and introduction to other worlds: books. 
Additionally, I sought out movies and TV shows. It was through these initial jaunts into queer 
subject matter that I began to connect the dots of my identity. Motivated by feeling both 
extremely behind from years of ignorance and overwhelmingly validated by seeing myself 
reflected in queer subcultures, I was so dedicated to my desire to fully immerse myself in queer 
content that I made a spreadsheet to keep track of my research and progress. My current partner 
recently joked that this project is an extension of that desire—an astute and not incorrect 
observation. It did not take long for my interest in queer culture and content to turn toward queer 
histories, specifically sapphistries. A little over a year ago through a series of three other 
photographic projects grounded in sapphism, this project began to take form. To interrogate how 
photographs “[formulate] image-making strategies capable of both communicating and 
dissimulating same-sex desire,” I became interested in sapphistry “from the vantage point of 
memory and experience,” which ultimately led me to snapshot vernacular photography.2  
 





2 Tirza True Latimer, “Introduction,” Women Together/Women Apart: Portraits of Lesbian Paris (New Jersey: 
Rutgers University Press, 2005), 12; 
Ann Cvetkovich, An Archive of Feelings: Trauma, Sexuality, and Lesbian Public Cultures (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2003), 591, kindle. 
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Vernacular photography is an extensive category that could reductively be understood as 
photography of the “ordinary or mundane, [that which is] tied to everyday life”—a fuller 
exploration of which will take place in Chapter One.3 The following project interrogates how 
vernacular photographs function within a lineage of visual sapphistries. I argue that they function 
twofold: both archivally and affectively, when viewed through the subjective and speculative 
nature of a “profoundly queer” impulse.4 Thereby, this project does the following: it engages the 
vernacular holdings of a private collection in search of sapphistries, and curates a counterarchive 
of sapphic snapshot photographs from the collection. According to these two routes, my project 
posits a way to incorporate vernacular photographs into visual sapphistry. Thus, through an 
affective interrogation of what constitutes an archive, and invoking an “affective intentionality” 
into the curation of a counterarchive, this search for sapphistries has resulted in an archive of 
“felt photographs.”5 Inspired by the affective turn’s impulse to “feel photography,” I coined the 
phrase “felt photographs” to describe how looking at a photograph is influenced by a felt 
position, resulting in a photographic reading that is informed by visual analysis and intrinsic 
knowing. Within the pages here, “felt photographs” works as a theory of knowledge that invokes 
an ineffable queer knowing. Thus, “felt photographs” illustrates how each photograph 
assimilated into my counterarchive of snapshot vernacular photographs was animated and 
deemed sapphic through a queer positionality and affectively engaged reading. Indeed, as such 
each photograph was not only looked at but felt. To use bell hooks’ words, I have found in the 
 
3 Clément Chéroux, “Introducing Werner Kühler,” in Imagining Everyday Life: Engagements with Vernacular 
Photography, ed. Tina M. Campt, Marianne Hirsch, Gil Hochberg, and Brian Wallis (Göttingen, Germany: Steidl, 
2020), 25. 
 
4 José Esteban Muñoz, “Ephemera as Evidence: Introductory Notes to Queer Acts,” Women & Performance: A 
Journal of Feminist Theory 8:2 (1996): 6. 
 
5 Elspeth H. Brown and Thy Phu, “Introduction,” in Feeling Photography, ed. Elspeth H. Brown and Thy Phu 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2014), 5. 
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snapshots compiled here a “place where I [can] see myself,” or more accurately, a place where I 
can see pieces of my affective and emotional life reflected.6 This project establishes that all 
mediums have the potential of contributing to visual sapphistry, a visual lineage that provides a 
foundation for collective sapphic culture through communal memory. 
The term sapphistry, a marriage of sapphic and history, is used here in the same vein as 
Dr. Leila J. Rupp—historian and Professor of Feminist studies at the University of California, 
Santa Barbara—in her book Sapphistries: A Global History of Love Between Women (2009). 
Sapphistry is defined as “histories and stories of female same-sex desire, love, and sexuality, 
after Sappho, sixth century BCE poet of Lesbos” and used specifically to “embrace all the 
diverse manifestations of women and ‘social males’ with women’s bodies who desired, loved, 
made love to, formed relationships with, and married other women” across various times, 
cultures, and locales.7 Both of the terms sapphic and lesbian are derivative of Sappho, the Greek 
poet, singer, and teacher who was born and lived on the island of Lesbos c. 600 BCE; the former 
from her name and the latter from her birthplace and lifelong residence. Although little of her 
work survived—one full song and fragments of hundreds of her other works—the themes of 
sensuality, love, and love between women are central. While Sappho’s own erotic and romantic 
desires are debated, her legacy within the sapphic community is irrefutable as sapphics across 
time and place have taken her up as their muse and historical patron saint.8 Thus Rupp, and in 
 
6 bell hooks, “In our Glory: Photography and Black Life,” in Art on my Mind: Visual Politics (New York: The New 
Press, 1995), 56. 
 
7 Leila J. Rupp, Sapphistries (New York, NY: New York University Press, 2009), 1. 
 
8 For more information on Sappho’s life and legacy see 
Heather Love, Feeling Backward: Loss and the Politics of Queer History (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
2007), 34–37; 
Leila J. Rupp, Sapphistries, 25–41; 




turn myself, specifically use sapphic in lieu of lesbian since sapphism is found more widespread 
throughout history.9 Further, I approach the term lesbian with caution. As Rupp has pointed out, 
this term, when too broadly used, “downplays the differences among women, especially when 
the concept and identity of lesbian is available and women choose not to embrace it, as occurs in 
many parts of the world today where a transnationally available lesbian identity is known but 
women who desire women have different ways to think about themselves.”10 Therefore, the 
choice to use the term sapphic and sapphistry is in an effort to not apply identity-based labels to 
the women themselves, and instead highlight their stories for collective history.11 
The concept of visual sapphistry was inspired by the accompanying images in 
Sapphistries as well as Surpassing the Love of Men: Romantic Friendship and Love Between 
Women from the Renaissance to the Present (1998) (written by scholar and historian Lillian 
Faderman), Hidden from History: Reclaiming the Gay & Lesbian Past (1989) (an anthology 
compiled and edited by scholars and Professors Martin Duberman, Dr. Martha Vicinus, and Dr. 
George Chauncey Jr.), and lastly Pictures and Passions: A History of Homosexuality in the 
Visual Arts (1999) (written by Professor Dr. James Saslow). Struck by the visuals, I was 
captivated by the images that corresponded with my ever-expanding understanding of sexuality 
throughout history. As I was profoundly affected by these images, I began to wonder what the 
effect of this visual lineage is on the contemporary queer community.12 Compiled below is one 
 
9 Leila J. Rupp, Sapphistries, 1. 
 
10 Leila J. Rupp, Sapphistries, 3. 
 
11 This concept is inspired by Rupp’s statement on page 3 of Sapphistries where she says that in using sapphic 
instead of lesbian she, “[chooses] to use a term that does not apply to women themselves but to their histories and 
stories.”  
 
12 The following iteration of visual sapphistry is, of course, not complete. Neither is the curated iteration of 
vernacular sapphistries found in Chapters 1–2. One reason for such glaring holes is that the effects of antiblackness 
within history and the archive are systematic erasures of stories that do not adhere to white supremacist, colonialist, 
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example of what a sapphic visual lineage, or visual sapphistry, could look like. As Faderman 
argues in her book, this lineage showcases “the extent to which sexuality and affectionality [has] 
been fluid and flexible in other eras.”13 
One of the oldest visual sapphic encounters is a vase painting from Athens, c. 500–323 
BCE. One woman stands in front of another woman squatting back on her heels; the first woman 
is paused balancing objects in her hands, while the woman down in front of her plays with her 
genitals (Figure 1). Jumping over to Tamil Nadu, India, in the c. 5–7th centuries CE, we find a 
depiction of a “dual feminine” deity. Where dual feminine deities could be “lovers, mothers, or 
sisters,” an image such as the one here “[suggests] the possibility of same-sex eroticism” (Figure 
2).14 In 16th century CE Germany, during the rise of witch-hunting, we find an erotic 
representation of a group of three witches, a common trope at the time where male artists often 
 
and imperialist narratives. Many people and institutions are making strides to correct these glaring erasures. Such 
strides I believe could be incredibly helpful in filling in the gaps in the curated iteration of sapphistries in this 
introduction as well as Chapters 1–2. Further, for the biggest obstacle that led to the holes found in Chapters 1–2 
were the COVID-19 pandemic parameters that resulted in the Peter J. Cohen Collection being the sole archive I 
could gain access to. Surely, photographs of queer affective lives from the Black, Indigenous, and NBPOC 
communities exist. Indeed, within the Black community specifically, Deborah Willis, who is a photographic 
historian, curator, author, artist, and educator, states how crucial the camera and the snapshot were to Black families 
creating their own images and image making strategies—see “Carrie Mae Weems: Rehistoricizing Visual Memory,” 
“‘Speaking of Pictures’: Shaping and Creating Narratives in the African American Family Album,” and “Visualizing 
Memory: Photographs and the Art of Biography”—a sentiment that was also iterated by journalist and author Alexis 
Okeowo—see “Secret Histories: Saidiya Hartman’s provocative writing tells untold stories about Black life.” So, 
where are these photographs now? Do they lie behind the COVID-19 barriers that I have run up against? If so, are 
they miscategorized in an archive somewhere without the space to breathe life into an archival category of 
sapphistry? If the current iteration of this project is animated by these three questions: What makes an image 
sapphic? How does an image belong to a visual sapphic lineage? What are the functions of the vernacular 
photographs within visual sapphistry? Then, the next iteration of this project would be animated by an expansion of 
those questions to include the previous three. 
 
13 Lilian Faderman, Surpassing the Love of Men: Romantic Friendship and Love Between Women from the 
Renaissance to the Present (New York: William Morrow Company, Inc., 1998), 15. 
 




depicted witches in lustful scenes, many of which “seem to speak to male fear of female 
sexuality, especially sexuality not controlled by men” (Figure 3).15  
Heading back over to India during the Islamic Mughal Empire, we see an illustration 
from a 17th century CE translation of a 12th century CE Islamic Indian text of a male 
interpretation of what transpired in women’s quarters—two women sit facing each other, one 
with her legs spread wide and the other poised with a dildo (Figure 4). One of the illustrations in 
a 1760s edition of John Cleland’s erotic novel Fanny Hill depicts a sexual moment between two 
women during the younger woman’s initiation into a brothel (Figure 5). During the 17th and 18th 
CE centuries in France, rumors of same sex desires encircled the aristocracy, resulting in the 
union of pornography and political propaganda; a union which culminated in tales of Marie-
Antoinette being portrayed as a sapphic. An example of this shows the French queen in bed 
alongside the Duchess of Pequigny with a caption that reads Par ses baisers éxcite mes désirs, je 
suis, ma bonne, au comble des plaisirs (With your kisses exciting my desires, I am, my darling, 
at the height of pleasure) (Figure 6). Back in the Mughal Empire, in the c. 18th century CE this 
time, we find a depiction of an intimate moment between two women, both seated and engaged 
in a warm embrace (Figure 7). Next, we come upon Japanese artist Hokusai’s Manpuku Wagojin 
(The Gods of Conjugal Delights) (c. 1821), which is an illustrated erotic book in three volumes. 
Many of the pages show explicit and suggested scenes of female same sex desire, one example 
of which shows two women engaged in an erotic moment (Figure 8).  
In the late 18th and early 19th centuries CE, the phenomenon of “romantic friendship” 
between women began to emerge in Europe and the United States; a concept that was made 
possible by and widely accepted during the social conditions of the time. Some romantic 
 
15 Leila J. Rupp, Sapphistries, 68. 
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friendships coexisted harmoniously with traditional heterosexual marriages, while others thrived 
independently from the worlds of men. One of the most famous romantic friendships was a fifty-
one years long marriage-like relationship between Sarah Ponsonby and Lady Eleanor Butler, or 
The Ladies of Llangollen, who lived out their lives together in rural Wales (Figure 9). Later in 
the 19th century CE we come upon depictions of erotic relations between women by French 
realist painter Gustave Courbet in Le Sommeil (The Sleep) (1866) (Figure 10), as well as in an 
illustrated edition of Italian adventurer Giacomo Casanova’s memoire and autobiography 
Histoire de ma vie (The Memoirs of Jacques Casanova) (Figure 11). Then in 1900, we encounter 
a painted portrait of American expatriate and renowned “militant sapphic” Natalie Clifford 
Barney and one of her longtime partners Renée Vivien, a British poet (Figure 12).16 The early 
20th century Paris saw what writer and Professor Tirza True Latimer calls a “sapphic revival” in 
her book Women Together/Women Apart: Portraits of Lesbian Paris; indeed at the time Barney 
herself coined the term “Paris-Lesbos” to describe the prominence and proliferation of sapphics 
in the city.17 Lastly, we finally arrive at the only image up until this point that was created by a 
woman: Tamara de Lempicka’s Les deux amies (Two Friends) (1923) (Figure 13). A Polish 
painter who worked in Paris during its sapphic revival and was a known bisexual herself, 
Lempicka paints in this instance two women lounging comfortably into each other in the nude.18 
 
16 Tirza True Latimer, “Entre Nous: Between Claude Cahun and Marcel Moore,” GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and 
Gay Studies 12, no. 2 (2006): 201. 
 
17 Tirza True Latimer, Women Together/Women Apart: Portraits of Lesbian Paris, 38–39. 
 
18 Emily Dinsdale, “Six progressive artist-couples who defined the 20th century,” Dazed Digital Magazine, October 
12, 2018, https://www.dazeddigital.com/art-photography/article/41770/1/progressive-artist-lovers-20th-century-
barbican-modern-couples-exhibition-london; 
Emily Dinsdale, “Tamara De Lempicka: a radical, bohemian, bisexual artist loved by Madonna,” Dazed Digital 
Magazine, January 27, 2020, https://www.dazeddigital.com/art-photography/article/47636/1/tamara-de-lempicka-a-
radical-bohemian-bisexual-artist-loved-by-madonna; 
Fiona MacCarthy, “Artist of the Fascist superworld: the life of Tamara de Lempicka,” The Guardian online, May 
14, 2004, https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2004/may/15/art. 
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To be sure, the images compiled here are by no means positioned to represent the 
“highlights and milestones” of visual sapphistry; they are, however, indicative of how my 
thinking about this project has been informed.19 This extremely brief overview of visual 
sapphistry has glaring holes from countless times, cultures, and locales—a more complete 
attempt at visual sapphistry would be a never-ending project that exceeds the scope of this thesis, 
and would require a team of experts with varying perspectives to build an ever-evolving archive. 
However, this brief overview provides a working framework to inform what an archive of visual 
sapphistry might look like. What should be included in a lineage of visual sapphistry? Who gets 
to decide? How are such decisions made? What do we do with a collection of such images? How 
would such an archive be organized? Who gets access and how? Finally, and most pointedly for 
our purposes here, in what ways does photography change the landscape of visual sapphistry? 
One key shift in visual sapphistry is the transition from depictions of women loving women via 
the gazes of men to depictions of women’s romantic, affective, and sexual lives being depicted 
through their own eyes and on their own terms. Of course, changes in the social and cultural 
fabrics of the early 20th century are at the root of this shift, and the technological advancements 
of the camera were also conducive to the sapphic subject’s agency. 
The focus on photography in this venture into visual sapphistry is indebted to the 
following: the photographs of Le Monocle (Figures 14–15), the photographic oeuvre of artistic 
couple Claude Cahun and Marcel Moore (Figure 16), and the archival work of South African 
visual activist, Professor Sir Zanele Muholi (Figure 17). The photographs of Le Monocle, 
 
19 Ariella Azoulay, Wendy Ewald, Susan Meiselas, Leigh Raiford, and Laura Wexler, “Collaboration. A Potential 
History of Photography,” manifesto of the ongoing pedagogical tool and research project (November 2017): 1, 
retrieved from the "Virtual Panel Discussion: Collaboration: A Potential History of Photography" on January 28, 
2021, a virtual conversation organized in conjunction with “Susan Meiselas: Through a Woman's Lens” at the 
Milwaukee Art Museum. 
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credited with being the first lesbian nightclub in Paris, offer a peek into the sapphic party scene 
of the interwar years in Paris. The club gained its name from the most iconic form of sapphic 
signaling at the time: the monocle. While the images were taken by the famed photographer 
Brassaï, there is little extant information on the photographs and the women that they 
immortalize. The mystery and intrigue that surrounds the mostly anonymous women in these 
images has kept me captivated: who were these women in the daytime? Were their relational 
entanglements as overlapping as those that can be found in a contemporary local sapphic bar? 
What became of these women when the war hit, and the bar was forced to shutter? Next, it was 
in the photographs of Cahun and Moore’s life together where I began to feel a deeply affective 
resonance with the photographs of intimate pairs.20 These photographs became visual depictions 
of "our history, our cultural origins," or as I began to see them, narratives of existence.21 And I 
wanted to find more. Finally, steeped in survival and affirmative belonging, Muholi’s oeuvre 
creates a photographic archive of queer and trans lives, a lifelong project committed to, in their 
words, “re-[writing] a Black queer and trans visual history of South Africa for the world to know 
of our resistance and existence at the height of hate crimes in South Africa and beyond.”22 
Muholi’s dedicated use of the camera to (re)construct an archive of visual intimacies for the 
queer community of South Africa has inspired this project.23 
 
20 For more information on Claude Cahun and Marcel Moore, see 
Jennifer L. Shaw, Exist Otherwise: The Life and Works of Claude Cahun (London: Reaktion Books Ltd, 2017); 
“Sans Nom: Claude Cahun and Marcel Moore,” Heritage Magazine, n.d., 
https://www.jerseyheritage.org/media/PDF-Heritage-
Mag/Sans%20Nom%20Claude%20Cahun%20%20Marcel%20Moore.pdf; 
Tirza True Latimer, “Entre Nous: Between Claude Cahun and Marcel Moore,” 197–216. 
 
21 Leila J. Rupp, Sapphistries, 1. 
 
22 “Zanele Muholi,” International Center for Photography, accessed May 3, 2020, 
https://www.icp.org/browse/archive/constituents/zanele-muholi?all/all/all/all/0. 
 
23 For more information on Professor Sir Zanele Muholi, see 
Antje Schuhmann, “Shooting Violence and Trauma: Traversing Visual and Social Topographies in Zanele Muholi’s 
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Two previous interventions into queering vernacular photographs are Dear Friends: 
American Photographs of Men Together 1840–1918 (2001) and Loving: A Photographic History 
of Men in Love 1850s–1950s (2020). Both publications are compilations of found vernacular 
photographs of “men together.” Dear Friends, written by art historian David Deitcher, 
reproduces over one hundred photographs of men that show physical intimacy and “comfortable 
display[s] of mutual affection.”24 Loving is a publication of hundreds of photographs from the 
Nini-Treadwell Collection, a private photographic collection owned by married couple Hugh 
Nini and Neal Treadwell. Their collection began two decades ago by happenstance at an antique 
shop in Texas and has blossomed into over 3,000 vernacular photographs of what they claim 
capture the “unmistakable look” of men “clearly in love.”25 Even though neither of these projects 
centers on female affection and sexuality—I have yet to find someone else engaging with the 
affectively-animated speculative potential of vernacular photographs of women—they have both 
been great joys to engage with alongside my own findings as the parallels between our desires, 
goals, and findings are plentiful. Indeed, each of our projects has been spurred on by the mutual 
desire and “longing for a comforting sense of connection to others—past as well as present—
 
Work,” in Gaze Regimes: Film and feminisms in Africa, ed. Jyoti Mistry and Antje Schuhmann (Johannesburg: Wits 
University Press, 2015), 55–80; 
Deborah Willis and Zanele Muholi, “Zanele Muholi’s Faces and Phases,” Aperture 218 (Spring 2015): 58–64, 
https://aperture.org/blog/magazine-zanele-muholis-faces-%C2%9D-phases/; 
Victoria L. Valentine, “Hail the Dark Lioness: Zanele Muholi’s Exhibition of Striking Self-Portraits Opens at the 
Seattle Art Museum Tomorrow,” Culture Type online, July 9, 2019, https://www.culturetype.com/2019/07/09/hail-
the-dark-lioness-zanele-muholis-exhibition-of-striking-self-portraits-opens-at-the-seattle-art-museum-tomorrow/; 
“Zanele Muholi,” International Center for Photography, accessed May 3, 2020, 
https://www.icp.org/browse/archive/constituents/zanele-muholi?all/all/all/all/0. 
 
24 David Deitcher, Dear Friends: American Photographs of Men Together, 1840–1918 (New York: Harry N. 
Abrams, Inc., 2001), 13. 
 
25 James Kleinmann, “Exclusive Interview: Hugh Nini & Neal Treadwell on their book LOVING A Photographic 
History of Men in Love 1850s-1950s “love is not straight, it’s not gay, it’s not bi, it’s just love & we all feel it the 
same way,”” The Queer Review, November 1, 2020, https://thequeerreview.com/2020/11/01/exclusive-interview-
hugh-nini-neal-treadwell-loving-a-photographic-history-of-men-in-love/. 
Hugh Nini and Neal Treadwell, “An Accidental Collection,” the introduction to Loving: A Photographic History of 
Men in Love 1850s–1950s (Milan: 5 Continents Editions Srl, 2020), 14. 
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whose experience mirror one’s own,” a longing that has resulted in being “drawn…to enigmatic 
artifacts from the past.”26 While each of these archives of photographs of men together were 
assembled thanks to decades-long searches through flea markets, trunk shows, antique shops, 
photograph fairs, and private collections, my months-long search for vernacular photographs 
landed me squarely at the foot of one source: The Peter J. Cohen Collection in New York City. 
As the collection contains more than 60,000 vernacular photographs and “spans much of the 
twentieth century and encompasses many different processes and formats, including 
gelatin silver prints, cyanotypes, hand-tinted photos, chromogenic color prints, Polaroids, 
real photo postcards, and complete photo albums,” it is a ripe source of material, 
engagement, and dialogue.27 
In “Archive Fever: Photography between History and the Monument,” the late Nigerian 
art critic, writer, curator, and educator, Okwui Enwezor, reminds us that the archive functions 
“as a site of historical recall, as the organ through which we come to know what has been, that is 
to say, the raw material constituting knowledge and a reference in which to read, verify, and 
recognize the past.”28 Muholi reminds us that this is where we are called to problematize the 
archive. Who writes history? Who decides what gets archived and how? Or more succinctly, who 
curates an archive, and for whom? Enwezor further posits how “the camera is literally an 
archiving machine, every photograph, every film is a priori an archival object.” As he notes, this 
positions the “photographic archive as a historical site that exists between evidence and 
document, public memory and private history.”29 Indeed, the indexical quality of photography 
 
26 David Deitcher, Dear Friends: American Photographs of Men Together, 1840–1918, 14. 
 
27 “About,” Peter J. Cohen Collection, https://www.pjcohencollection.com/. 
 
28 Okwui Enwezor, “Archive Fever: Photography between History and the Monument,” Archive Fever: Uses of the 




makes a photograph an inherent archival object; however, the interpretative nature of history 
confirms that the archive requires critical analysis. Ann Cvetkovich, Professor and Director of 
the Pauline Jewett Institute of Women's and Gender Studies at Carleton University in Ottawa, 
notes this when she states that we should view “the archive as a site of practice—that archives 
are not static collections to be judged by what they include or exclude but places where we do 
things with objects.”30 The act of producing counterarchives stems from this. 
While counterarchives are invested in the project of representation, they fundamentally 
serve to counter epistemological erasure. Created in response to exclusion and marginalization, a 
counterarchive is a method of resistance that compiles materials and objects to do two things: 
illuminate narratives of existence and expose stories of survival under conditions of eradication. 
Therefore, they function critically as conduits of communal memory. Counterarchives succeed 
by being community engaged and affectively animated. Elspeth Brown, Professor of History at 
the University of Toronto, and Thy Phu, Professor of Media Studies at the University of Toronto 
point out that such archives “simultaneously [acknowledge] the enduring influence of discursive 
production, while offering new ways of exploring the significance of [archives].”31 They state 
that therefore, “rather than functioning as a repository for the production of knowledge,” they 
pointedly ask, “what desires animate these archives?”32 A traditional understanding of archives 
position them as sources for and repositories of the historical record and conjures images of cold 
institutional spaces that adhere to strict archival methods and research regulations. 
 
29 Okwui Enwezor, “Archive Fever: Photography between History and the Monument,” 12 and 26. 
 
30 Ann Cvetkovich, “Foreword,” in Out of the Closet, Into the Archives: Researching Sexual Histories, ed. Jaime 
Cantrell and Amy L. Stone (Albany, New York: State University of New York Press, 2015), location 150, kindle. 
 





Counterarchives exist to critique (a) the ways in which objects enter and are organized within 
archives (b) the ways in which space is regulated in archives (c) the ways in which these 
arrangements dictate knowledge production and (d) the ways that these approaches work 
together to inform the construction of historical narratives. Through this, counterarchives work to 
expand archives beyond strict and elitist institutional boundaries to include those of the 
communal and individual variety. As such, they expand archival holdings and historical records 
to include the documents, objects, and stories of people and communities who have been written 
out and excluded. Counterarchives are rooted in the understanding that archival holdings 
function as communal memory for cultures, subcultures, and societies. Indeed, their origins 
cannot be divorced from the political stakes of historical reclamation. 
My counterarchive of snapshot vernacular photographs was created from the desire to 
reclaim sapphistry and was sourced through the holdings at the Peter J. Cohen Collection. 
Certainly, both archives and private collections are two modes of object assemblage; however, 
they differ in intention, objective, and reach. For the purposes here I delineate between the two 
as the following: whereas a collection is an informal or formal gathering of objects primarily by 
personal pursuit and for personal use, an archive is a strategic assembly and grouping of 
historical objects or documents to formulate a specific narrative. As such, the holdings at the 
Peter J. Cohen Collection are a collection and I use its vast materials as one source from which to 
create a counterarchive.33 To be clear, I do not position my counterarchive in opposition to 
 
33 In a previous vision of this thesis, I had hoped to explore three different holdings: an institutional archive (The 
New York Public Library Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture in Harlem, New York), a community 
counterarchive (The Lesbian Herstory Archive in Brooklyn, New York), and a private collection (The Peter J. 
Cohen Collection). I intended for this version of the thesis to be (a) a cross comparison between an institutional 
archive, a community counterarchive, and a collection as well as (b) an example of three ways to source and 
assimilate material into visual sapphistry and thereby offer a more well-rounded counterarchive of snapshot 
vernacular sapphistry. However, the parameters of the pandemic left me solely with the Peter J. Cohen Collection at 
my disposal and the thesis took a different shape as the months evolved. 
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Cohen’s collection, but in opposition to the lack of queer visual history in institutional archives 
and popular historical record—a lack that many people and places are working to correct. Hence 
this thesis attempts to set a paradigm towards a future understanding and further inclusion of 
sapphistry in photographic archives as well as personal archives. I am actively working to add to 
the visual archive of sapphistry through vernacular photographs that express this art historical 
category. Here we require a reminder from Cvetkovich, as she states that, “to dismiss the queer 
collection as merely personal rather than historical, or as a collection and not an archive, is to 
imply that queer sexual desires are insignificant or perverse. To love the wrong kind of objects is 
to be queer (as is perhaps an overattachment to objects in the first place), and the impulse to 
collect them or to turn collections into archives is often motivated by a desire to create the 
alternative histories and genealogies of queer lives.”34 Indeed, this thesis works to create 
“alternative histories and genealogies of queer lives.”35 Thus, it is through this framework that I 
argue my selection of photographs is a counterarchive, as it demonstrates how visual sapphistry 
emerges through an interrogation of the vernacular genre. 
While interrogating how to create an archive of sapphistries from a collection of 
vernacular photography, Cvetkovich reminds us that “when objects are animated by feelings, 
they may demand alternatives or experimental archival practices.”36 Such a project as this 
requires what Dr. Alex Juhasz, a feminist writer and theorist of media production, calls “queer 
archive activism,” or the “activist relation to the archive that remains alert to its absence and that 
 
34 Ann Cvetkovich, “Photographing Objects as Queer Archival Practice,” in Feeling Photography, edited by Elspeth 
H. Brown and Thy Phu (Durham: Duke University Press, 2014), 275. 
 
35 Ibid.  
 
36 Ann Cvetkovich, “Photographing Objects as Queer Archival Practice,” 280. 
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uses it to create new kinds of knowledge and new forms of collectivity.”37 Cvetkovich notes that 
these reworkings of the archive function “to make [archives] more alive and more open 
to…queer experience and to preserve the ephemeral in order to let it perform its critical work of 
making alternative histories.”38 Therefore, like so many other queer(ed) archives, this 
counterarchive, “[stands] at the crossroads of critiques of the archive and passion for the radical 
potential of counterarchives” and while “they often display an exuberant utopianism about 
preserving queer lives, they are also informed by the haunting archival absence that accompany 
the documentation of histories,” thus, “the often ephemeral nature of queer life necessitates a 
creative approach to archiving, an openness to unusual objects and collections, and an 
acknowledgement of that which escapes the archive.”39 
The relationship between the counterarchive and queerness is inextricable, as the creation 
of a counterarchive is a queering of traditional academic and institutional archives.40 One such 
example is Cvetkovich’s 2003 intervention into the field of trauma studies, where she argues that 
pathological and clinical understandings of trauma are too limiting and restricting, particularly 
for women and queers, and that lesbian publics and cultures function as modes of trauma 
resolution. From this project she coined the phrase “an archive of feelings,” to describe “how 
affective [experiences] can provide the basis for new cultures” and explores “cultural texts as 
 
37 Alexandra Juhasz, “Video Remains: Nostalgia, Technology, and Queer Archive Activism,” GLQ: A Journal of 
Lesbian and Gay Studies 12:2 (2006), 320; 
Ann Cvetkovich, “The Queer Art of the Counterarchive,” in Cruising the Archive: Queer Art and Culture in Los 
Angeles, 1945-1980, ed. David Frantz and Mia Locks (Los Angeles: ONE National Lesbian and Gay Archives, 
2011), 32. 
 
38 Ann Cvetkovich, “Photographing Objects as Queer Archival Practice,” 291–92. 
 
39 Ann Cvetkovich, “The Queer Art of the Counterarchive,” 32. 
 
40 There is a rich history of the relationship between queerness, archives, and counterarchives—one that could fill a 
chapter on its own. Queer artists, including previously mentioned Zanele Muholi, activists, and scholars have for 
years taken up the project of interrogating the political stakes of archives and how various forms of counterarchives 
function to critique, expand, and reshape our understanding of history and knowledge production. 
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repositories of feelings and emotions, which are encoded not only in the content of the texts 
themselves but in the practices that surround their production and reception.”41 Cvetkovich states 
that each chapter in her book An Archive of Feelings: Trauma, Sexuality, and Lesbian Public 
Cultures—which chronicles and explores various lesbian publics and cultures—“should be 
understood as working as much to produce an archive as to analyze one.”42 In a queer approach 
to archival practices, she uses the study of publics to produce a counterarchive of and animated 
by feelings. Where Cvetkovich uses a study of publics, I use a study of vernacular photographs. 
The photographs compiled in this thesis work both to produce an archive and to analyze 
the archive. After all, Cvetkovich reminds us that, “the impulse to create an archive of feelings 
lends itself to collections of all kinds and also blurs conventional distinctions between archives 
and collections by claiming archival status for collections that might otherwise be seen as 
personal rather than public.”43 Furthermore, “the archive of feelings is not just about archiving 
feelings; it is also about trying to make an archive that is felt and sensuous.”44 Indeed, the 
counterarchive compiled here is animated through its felt photographs. Thus, the possibility of 
viewing these photographs through this framework brings them to facilitate (a) an affective 
reading and (b) an affectively engaged community that traverses the past and the present. In the 
same vein of other queer(ed) archives, this one “insists that the archive serve not just as a 
 
41 Ann Cvetkovich, An Archive of Feelings: Trauma, Sexuality, and Lesbian Public Cultures (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2003), 207, kindle. 
 
42 Ann Cvetkovich, An Archive of Feelings: Trauma, Sexuality, and Lesbian Public Cultures, 232, kindle. 
 
43 Ann Cvetkovich, “Photographing Objects as Queer Archival Practice,” 275. 
 




repository for safeguarding objects, but also as a resource that ‘comes out’ into the world to 
perform public interventions.”45  
The intersection of feeling and photography is a central concern for this project. The 
anthology Feeling Photography (2014), a collection of essays coedited by Elspeth Brown and 
Thy Phu, is especially important for this investigation. The book brings together scholars from 
various disciplines to interrogate the intersection of affect and photography (including affect and 
photographic archives). While it is the most recent survey of its kind, the book does not work to 
present a consensus over the field of “affect, emotion and feeling,” but rather to “showcase the 
range of work where scholars have analyzed these keywords in relationship to photographic 
meaning.”46 This collection of essays helps me establish a foundation for some of the underlying 
questions that reverberate throughout these pages: Why feeling? And “Why feeling now?”47 
Brown and Phu answer thoroughly below: 
In part asking the question, why feeling now? has meant explaining…why not feeling 
then? Besides teasing out what was only implicit in previous approaches to photo 
criticism, we see three pressing reasons for focusing on feeling at this critical juncture. 
First, taking account of feeling allows us to focus on practices of viewing. A turn to affect 
and feeling brings a formerly marginalized attention to reception in explorations of the 
production of photographic meaning. …The affective turn is powerful because it solicits 
reengagement with the politics of viewing so crucial to the field of photo studies as 
conceptualized by these exceptional scholars, a politics that they have shown are 
embedded in the specific historical circumstances of the viewer’s engagement with the 
image. Second, emerging in the wake of critical race theory, queer studies, post-colonial 
theory, and the feminist engagement with the relationship between representation and 
intimacy, the affective turn frees photography scholars to tie older concerns with political 
economy and power to marginalized analytic categories that we can no longer ignore, as 
much as we might wish for a world in which they no longer mattered. In attending to 
feeling, one of our aims is to account for marginalized subjects such as women, queer 
subjects, and racialized groups, who are conspicuously excluded in approaches that focus 
on thinking. The rubric of feeling promises to link the older photographic criticism’s 
 
45 Ann Cvetkovich, “The Queer Art of the Counterarchive,” 32. 
 





attention to power and historical materialism with new questions concerning racial 
formation, colonialism, postindustrial economies, gender, and queer counterpublics. 
Third, though this question presupposed that feeling is a new analytic approach, it has 
long been central to the history and theory of photography, in both the production and 
viewing of images. …Because feeling has been key to the production of photography 
itself.48 
 
While feeling has been key to the production of photography, it has also been key to the 
production of archives and counterarchives. How does bringing in affect work against 
conventional methods of knowledge production, historicization, and worldmaking? This project 
attempts to take up the mantle of feeling photography by using affect as an analytical approach to 
the archive, the curation of a counterarchive, and to the photographs therein. 
In Chapter One, “Encountering the Archive,” I find myself sifting through boxes upon 
boxes of hundreds of photographs looking for visual sapphistries and attempting to organize the 
material. In Chapter Two, “Flirting with the Past,” I engage my own curatorial selection of a set 
of photographs from the collection and position them as a counterarchive. Thus, the selection of 
photographs compiled here are archival in the sense that while they are drawn from a private 
collection, they produce an informal counterarchive of what I define as felt photographs. To 
borrow from the editors of Feeling Photography, “that these [chapters] are not easily or neatly 
contained within these sections, that they sometimes attach in uneven ways…is further sign of 
the perverse nature of feelings, which…are after all messy.”49 Throughout my role as historian-
as-archivist and historian-as-curator, I continuously returned to the main questions that have 
animated this project since the beginning—What makes an image sapphic? How does an image 
belong to a visual sapphic lineage? What are the functions of vernacular photographs within 
 
48 Elspeth H. Brown and Thy Phu, “Introduction,” in Feeling Photography, 7–8. 
 
49 Elspeth H. Brown and Thy Phu, “Introduction,” in Feeling Photography, 20. 
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visual sapphistry?50 I would like to be clear that the following pages do not suggest that every 
person in the photographs presented here are queer. However, I do suggest that a queered reading 
of these photographs through felt positionality and knowing is one way to incorporate vernacular 
photographs into sapphistry. This stance follows that of academic and critic José Esteban Muñoz 
when he posits that, “in the spirit of queer acts, I am less interested in telling readers what the 
performatively polyvalent [photographs] that follow say, and more invested in gesturing to the 
work that these [photographs] do.”51 Thus, working from Muñoz’s framework allowed me to 
follow what Carolyn Dinshaw, Professor of Social and Cultural Analysis and English at NYU, 
calls a “queer historical impulse, an impulse toward making connections across time between, on 
the one hand, lives, texts, and other cultural phenomena left out of sexual categories back then 
and, on the other, those left out of current sexual categories now.”52 This impulse extends the 
search for identity and community building beyond the resources of the present-day and into that 
of the past.53 As such, my ultimate hope is that this project, like Cvetkovich’s, “[brings] new 
 
50 Marianne Hirsch and Leo Spitzer, “Introduction.” in School Photos in Liquid Time: Reframing Difference 
(Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2020), 14; 
Hal Foster, “An Archival Impulse,” October 110 (Autumn 2004): 5; 
Craig M. Loftin, “Secrets in Boxes: The Historian as Archivist,” in Out of the Closet, Into the Archives: Researching 
Sexual Histories, ed. Jaime Cantrell and Amy L. Stone (Albany, New York: State University of New York Press, 
2015), 51, kindle. 
 
51 José Esteban Muñoz, “Ephemera as Evidence: Introductory Notes to Queer Acts,” Women & Performance: A 
Journal of Feminist Theory 8:2 (1996): 6. Emphasis in the original. 
 
52 Carolyn Dinshaw, Getting Medieval: Sexualities and Communities, Pre- and Postmodern (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 1999), 1, kindle. 
 
53 Ibid. 
This concept is inspired by Dinshaw’s project in Getting Medieval that illustrates how many members of the present 





communities into being by seizing on the affective connections that archiving can facilitate” 






















54 Ann Cvetkovich, “The Queer Art of the Counterarchive,” 35. 
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Chapter One: Encountering the Archive 
 Vibrant archive boxes stacked in neat rows greeted me as soon as I stepped off the 
elevator into the Peter J. Cohen Collection. The surrounding shelves and walls are adorned in 
various works of art and decorative objects, immersing the visitor immediately into a collector’s 
space. Housed in a large apartment in Greenwich Village, New York, the collection occupies the 
communal space while the living quarters are tucked away in the back. Directed to take a left by 
the collection’s assistant, Carly, I turned down the short entrance hall to find a large seating area 
enclosed by floor to ceiling windows that overlook the street below.55 As my first visit took 
place in October of 2020, the windows were flung wide open to allow for maximum safety 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. The generous seating area allowed for the two of us, masked, to 
sit on separate couches opposite one another with plenty of space between. While Carly sorted 
through boxes of photographs to be catalogued and organized, I sorted through boxes searching 
for sapphics. Spurred by my own “archival impulse” to seek out pictorial evidence of pieces of 
myself in history, I was curious about how that might be found in the vernacular and what it 
would look like if found.56 As such, I approached each archival box full of photographs with one 
question: Is there an image in here that could be read as sapphic? With each image I came across 
that answered yes, I set it aside for further inquiry later: How can this image be read as sapphic? 
The following pages are animated by these questions: How does one organize photographs with 
no known origin, subject identification, authorship, date, nor location; how does one archive the 
vernacular? How do the photographs and my accompanying experiences with them reflect what 
Cvetkovich explains as the effort to “challenge common understandings of what constitutes an 
 
55 For privacy and consistency, I only refer to Cohen’s assistants by their first names. 
 
56 Hal Foster, “An Archival Impulse,” 3–22; 
Okwui Enwezor, “Archive Fever: Photography between History and the Monument,” 19. 
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archive”?57 Ultimately, how and why did I designate a photograph as belonging to visual 
sapphistry? 
While I found several places that held vernacular photographs in New York City, the 
Peter J. Cohen Collection was the only one available for research during COVID-19.58 The 
collection houses more than 60,000 vernacular photographs organized into a system of about 130 
categories, all of which were created by Cohen or his assistants according to various visual 
themes.59 The categories I looked through during my visits included “Women in Pairs,” “Gender 
Bender,” Kissing and embraces,” “African American,” “Amateur Nudes,” “Photobooth, black 
and white,” Photobooth, hand tinted,” “African American photobooth, couple,” “Women: 
Interiors,” “Lying Down,” “Women on Land and Trees,” “Women on Land,” “Women, misc.” 
“Sunbathers,” and “Beach Babes.”60 The creation of and delineations between categories at the 
collection exist in a space of speculation and subjectivity since they are constructed by the 
interests and through the eyes of the organizer, whether that be Cohen or his assistants. This 
 
57 Ann Cvetkovich, An Archive of Feelings: Trauma, Sexuality, and Lesbian Public Cultures, 207, kindle. 
 
58 I approached several places in the New York City area to inquire about their vernacular holdings (including New 
York Public Library, New York Public Library Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, and the Lesbian 
Herstory Archives). I was informed by NYPL that they did not have material that matched my search criteria and 
was unable to access their research sites to search their holdings myself due to the COVID-19 pandemic. While my 
contacts at NYPL Schomburg and LHA thought that their collections could be of use, their digitized material did not 
match my search criteria and their facilities have been and continue to be closed to on-site researchers due to 
COVID-19. Under circumstances beyond the pandemic, this project has the potential to expand immensely. There 
are endless places to search for images like the ones that appear here, not to mention the fact that a wider search for 
visual sapphistries taken up by more eyes than just mine could expand the concept and definition of sapphic 
vernacular photographs. Indeed, a wider search could include trunk shows, yard sales, flea markets, eBay, private 
collections, and public institutions and collections on a global scale.  
 
59 “About,” Peter J. Cohen Collection, https://www.pjcohencollection.com/; 
Peter J. Cohen, Private Collector, interview by Lauren Fisher, December 1, 2020, interview 1, split between two 
recordings. 
 
60 The Peter J. Cohen Collection has re-allocated its photographs of Black people and the Black community into 
their own boxes under the titles “African American” because institutional demand (mostly from curators and 
archivists from university museums and libraries) for photographs of Black life have made this organization easier 
for those researchers to go to specific boxes rather than sort through all the boxes from every category. 
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speculative and subjective nature of the collection parallels with that of my own project. The 
collection’s organization by visual patterns proved fitting for my project as it enabled me to pull 
as many boxes pertaining to women and queerness as I could. Additionally, this organization 
served as an example for how vernacular photographs could be organized. While some 
categories contained more successful finds than others, the process of riffling through hundreds 
of photographs led me to realize that what I was leaving behind was as interesting and insightful 
as what I was setting aside. 
The “Gender Bender” category was originally called “Crossdressers” and was changed to 
its current name by one of Cohen’s former assistants about five years ago.61 While he does not 
remember the reasoning behind the change, I suspect that it had to do with the fact that the 
photographs in the category expanded past early 20th century depictions of crossdressing to 
include later 20th century explorations of traversing the gender binary, for which the term 
crossdressing has become outdated. The numerous categories based on women in the collection 
are reflective of two things (1) Cohen’s collecting interests and (2) the subject landscape of 
vernacular photography. Indeed, Cohen has found in his decades of collecting the vernacular that 
women and girls feature as subjects about three times more than men and boys.62 Cohen 
hypothesizes this three to one ration is because (a) men do not like having their photograph taken 
(b) mostly men were photographers at the time and therefore preferred to have women as their 
subjects and (c) women are taught from a young age to pose and posture for the camera more 
than men.63 The through line here is that under patriarchal standards, the value of a woman is to 
 







perform as a subject in the world, either for the male gaze or to be depicted by the male gaze. 
The history of art is ripe with the dynamic of male artist-female subject, or male gaze and female 
subjugation, and the transition to the camera maintains this legacy as it is a technology born unto 
this societal expectation. Concurrently, another reason that women feature more than men in 
vernacular photographs is the aforementioned fact that technological advances of the handheld 
camera aligned with societal liberties for women. It is possible that women were interested in 
documenting their quotidian lifestyles with this new technology more than men because (a) the 
newfound freedom was exciting and (b) women were always already accustomed to being 
subjects and translated this conditioning to function in alignment with their own growing 
agency.64 
The introduction offered this definition of vernacular photography by photography 
curator and historian Clément Chéroux: photographs of the “ordinary or mundane, [ones] tied to 
everyday life.”65 While this definition undoubtedly includes photographs by amateurs, the 
category also includes imagery from various industries like fashion, medicine, science, the 
military and police, and journalism.66 Simply put, vernacular photography can be understood as 
any use of the photographic medium that is not directed to the creation of fine art photography. 
As such, vernacular photography is, as Chéroux puts it, “that which is utilitarian, domestic, or 
popular—or, perhaps, all of the above.”67 The utilitarian, domestic, and popular aspects of 
 
64 Cohen further added in our discussion during this second interview that it is important to keep in mind that from c. 
1900 until c. WWII, there was typically only one camera per family. So, if the women monopolized the camera, that 
did not leave an opportunity for the men to pick it up for their quotidian activities even if they wanted to.  
 







vernacular photography position the field as inextricably bound to the societal, cultural, and 
political realms from which photographs are produced. 
In the past three decades, the art historical attention to vernacular photography has made 
generous strides to recover its “lost history.”68 Photography historian Geoffrey Batchen’s 
influential essay “Vernacular Photographies” (2000) pushed this attention forward when it called 
for a history of photography that included ordinary pictures. However, the San Francisco 
Museum of Modern Art (SFMoMa) had already mounted three consecutive exhibitions on the 
vernacular a few years prior. These three shows—Crossing the Frontier: Photographs of the 
Developing West, 1849 to the Present (1996), Police Pictures: The Photograph as Evidence 
(1997), and Snapshots: The Photography of Everyday Life, 1888 to the Present (1998)—were 
pivotal in carving a space for the inclusion of vernacular photographs in major museums. 
Institutions across the country have since followed suit.69 However, this convergence has 
presented a problem, as Dr. Catherine Zuromskis, Associate Professor at the School of 
Photographic Arts and Sciences at the Rochester Institute of Technology, posits in her essay, 
“Ordinary pictures and Accidental Masterpieces: Snapshot Photography in the Modern Art 
Museum.” The assimilation of the vernacular into the space of the museum, and its resulting 
relegation to the status of high art, undermines the function of these photographs as utilitarian 
and personal objects that are animated by their affective and haptic properties. Indeed, when the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art mounted their Other Pictures: Vernacular Photographs from the 
Thomas Walther Collection (2000), Cohen stated that himself and other collectors of vernacular 
 
68 Catherine Zuromskis, “Ordinary pictures and Accidental Masterpieces: Snapshot Photography in the Modern Art 
Museum,” Art Journal 67, no. 2 (Summer 2008): 106. 
 
69 For a more robust list of exhibitions, see 
Catherine Zuromskis, 107, footnote 9. 
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photographs were enraged and “flabbergasted” by the fact that the museum decided to publish 
the accompanying catalogue with the edges removed from the images.70 
This appall at the erasure of the haptic and affective qualities of the objects is indicative 
of the tension that arises when a vernacular photograph becomes an art object and is stripped of 
its thingness and social life. The intersection of vernacular photographs and the institution has 
provoked a long-standing investigation into how to frame and “[present] snapshot photography 
on its own vernacular terms.”71 Indeed, in “Photographs as objects” (2004), visual and historical 
anthropologist Dr. Elizabeth Edwards alongside scholar Janice Hart, frame photographs as not 
only images but three-dimensional objects that move through the world. As they argue, the 
depicted image cannot be divorced from its materiality, especially since the “material form” that 
a photograph can take is endless (post cards, buttons, flyers, posters, billboards, shirts, etc.)72 
Further, in “Photography and the Material Performance of the Past” (2009), Edwards argues for 
the positioning of photographs as “material things” that perform not only as representations 
intrinsically tied to an event from the past, but as byproducts of cultural practices and social 
conditions whose thing-like properties (such as the technical production, the printed product, 
marks and smudges from handling, and rough edges from wear and tear) are embodiments of 
these relations.73 These properties, symptomatic of their social lives, are what bind the object-
image relationship to the subject-viewer relationship; a captivating dynamic that has drawn 
 
70 Peter J. Cohen, Private Collector, interview by Lauren Fisher, December 1, 2020, interview 1. 
 
71 Catherine Zuromskis, 125. 
 
72 Elizabeth Edwards and Janice Hart, “Introduction: Photographs as objects,” in Photographs, Objects, Histories: 
On the Materiality of Images, ed. Elizabeth Edwards and Janice Hart (London: Routledge, 2004), 14. 
 
73 Elizabeth Edwards, “Photography and the Material Performance of the Past,” History and Theory 48, no. 4 
(December 2009): 131. 
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numerous collectors, artists, scholars, and institutions to engage with the varied functions and 
uses of vernacular photographs. 
Some of the most current understandings of and interventions into the field of the 
vernacular can be found in the recent publication Imagining Everyday Life: Engagements with 
Vernacular Photography (2020) that was published by The Walther Collection, a private art 
collection that has spaces in New York City and Burlafingen, Germany and specializes in 
modern and contemporary photographic and digital media. The publication brings together 
numerous scholars and critics in over twenty essays in an effort “not only to understand how the 
history of photography might look if everyday images were included within it but also to 
consider what the ordinary photographs that people make and use tell us about social patterns 
and human behavior.”74 As such it seeks to “define vernacular photography by its social and 
ideological uses rather than by its aesthetic features.”75 In their efforts to orient vernacular 
photographs via their functions, the essays in this anthology, “probe the workings of power and 
ideology in the making and use of vernacular photographs…[and] highlight the affects, touch, 
and sounds that shape images and the social roles they play.”76 How can a study of vernacular 
photographs seek to understand the ways that women show love, care, and affection for one 
another? How does an affective engagement with vernacular photographs give agency to the 
sapphic subject, viewer, and community? How does a queer engagement with vernacular 
photographs challenge the construction of and understanding of archives? 
 
74 Tina M. Campt, Marianne Hirsch, Gil Hochberg, and Brian Wallis, “Introduction,” in Imagining Everyday Life: 
Engagements with Vernacular Photography, ed. Tina M. Campt, Marianne Hirsch, Gil Hochberg, and Brian Wallis 







 Almost all the photographs compiled here from the Peter J. Cohen Collection are 
snapshots (Figures 18–98), except for a few that are better categorized as staged pinups (Figures 
23 and 28–29). Snapshots are a type of vernacular photographs that refer to images taken 
anonymously and spontaneously with the goal of capturing a particular moment; a working 
definition that fits most of these photographs. Batchen calls snapshots “art history’s worst 
nightmare: boring pictures” in his 2008 essay that contemplates what a history of the snapshot 
should “look like, be like, sound like.”77 While current discourse on snapshot/vernacular 
photography has moved past this initial question into the diverse field mentioned above, he does 
position snapshots in a useful framework for our purposes here: 
These…unexciting images [snapshots] are capable of inducing a photographic experience 
that can be intensely individual, often emotional, sometimes even painful…snapshots are 
dull pictures that we can’t live without (remarkably, snapshots are a kind of picture one 
could both laugh and cry over). Any study of the snapshot worthy of the name must 
surely address itself to the dynamics of this contradiction (boring picture for me, moving 
picture for you) by way of a theory of photographic reception. This means looking more 
closely at the relationship of the snapshot to a network of expectations and obligations 
extending far outside the picture itself. In short, it will mean having to consider the 
snapshot photograph as both a complex social device and a personal talisman, rather than 
simply as a static art object.78 
 
The pages here are animated by the affective experiences induced by the photographs that they 
reference. Indeed, as Batchen posits above, each photograph is juxtaposed with two 
contradictions: (1) simultaneously a personal image for someone in the past and an engagingly 
familiar yet foreign object to a present-day viewer and (2) simultaneously an incredibly 
interesting and poignant picture for one present-day viewer and a boring picture for another. 
Undeniably, stripping these photographs down into “static art objects” would be reductive and a 
 
77 Geoffrey Batchen, “Snapshots: Art History and the ethnographic turn,” Photographies 1, no. 2 (September 2008): 
121. 
 
78 Geoffrey Batchen, “Snapshots: Art History and the ethnographic turn,” 133. 
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disservice. Instead, interrogating how each photograph functions “as both a complex social 
device and personal talisman” animates them. The snapshots compiled here have left their initial 
family units, places, and motivations from which they originated, and as such no longer serve 
their original purposes.79 Therefore, the relationships that these snapshots can activate are 
spurred by photography’s affective and haptic qualities, the effects of which are twofold: they 
allow us to embed photographs with meaning and they allow photographs to make meaning in 
our lives. 
In various states of wear, the photographs’ physical conditions at the Peter J. Cohen 
Collection invoke their tactile and affective qualities. The numerous ways in which the 
photographs are “stained, weathered, and scarred” or creased, deformed, torn, and annotated are 
stark reminders that in their former lives these pictures were handled frequently.80 These marks 
left behind are traces of their original owners, who intended for these objects to function as 
personal keepsakes for memory and storytelling. The physical conditions of each photograph 
conjure the various lives they have lived and ground each photograph’s connection to the past. 
Such material effects on the photographs also invoke the reciprocal nature of touch between 
photographic object and the subject. While we physically touch photographs, they affectionately 
touch back through the sentimental value we invest upon them. It is this exchange of touches that 
embeds photographs with the ability to cycle through multiple lives. In their original lives, their 
origin stories were spoken over them; in each life thereafter, they are reawakened through 
inquiries into their origin story and interventions into their contemporary functions. As such, as 
 
79 Clément Chéroux, “Introducing Werner Kühler,” 26. 
 
80 Geoffrey Batchen, “Snapshots: Art History and the ethnographic turn,” 135. 
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Batchen observes, vernacular photographs operate as both “touchable objects” and “prompts for 
speech.”81 
The life cycle of a photograph can take many forms. Take this imaginary journey: a 
stranger takes a snapshot of a couple on a beach; the couple prints it, frames it, and passes it to a 
loved one; the loved one cherishes it on a table (or wall) for years and during those years “the 
subjects of [this snapshot] were…named aloud, talked over, joked about, libeled and ridiculed, 
reinterpreted and contested in oral exchange.”82 Then upon a move, the photograph gets lost in 
the shuffle and tucked away into the attic (or basement or storage closet) at the new house only 
to reemerge years (or decades) later at the hands of new owners (or a distant relation). The 
discoverers of these pictures do not recognize the captured faces (or scribbled names) and while 
they find the photograph endearing, they feel no desire to keep it for themselves. Since they 
cannot bear to toss it in the trash, they place it in the donation pile (or yard sale). After cycling 
through various sorting, digging, and shuffling hands, the photograph ends up at a flea market a 
few cities over (or in an eBay auction) where a collector of vernacular photographs stumbles 
across it, finds value in it, purchases it, and transports it to their private collection in New York 
City. At its new home, the photograph gets cooed over by intrigued parties, contemplated over 
how it should be categorized, and then placed in an archival box where it awaits further 
“reactivation” as it gets picked up and passed over many times until it strikes a chord with a 
certain student, scholar, collector, curator, writer, researcher, or other inquiring mind.83 






83 Clément Chéroux, “Introducing Werner Kühler,” 26. 
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The social life of a photograph embeds the object with affective qualities, which are 
prompted by their tactile and indexical properties. As Batchen remarks, “like every photograph, 
the snapshot is an indexical trace of the presence of its subject, a trace that both confirms the 
reality of existence and remembers it, potentially surviving as a fragile talisman of that existence 
even after its subject has passed on.”84 The indexical properties of photography are what allow 
the subjects featured within to shout, “I was here!” or “We were here!,” which are satisfying 
sentiments most people can identify with and reassuring sentiments for those who hail from 
communities that societies have attempted to hide or erase. If, as Batchen claims, what makes a 
vernacular photograph is “its function, not its pictorial qualities, and this function is determined 
by the network of social relationships of which it is a part,” then the pictorial and visual qualities 
of a photograph can be used as points of entry to inquire about a photograph’s function.85 The 
Peter J. Cohen Collection of vernacular photographs facilitates approaching a wide variety of 
photographs to inquire: Are there vernacular photographs from the past that can be read as 
sapphic? If so, in what ways can a photograph be read as sapphic? What does it mean to select 
and organize an archive of sapphic photographs from a collection of vernacular photographs? 
And what do such photographs do once they are framed within an understanding of visual 
sapphistry? Vernacular photographs expand our understanding of visual sapphistry by 
demonstrating the myriad ways that women relate to other women, thereby facilitating an 
intervention that is concerned less with what the photographs are and more concerned with what 
they “allow us to do.”86 Over the course of seven months, I made five separate visits to The Peter 
 




86 Diana Taylor, The Archive and the Repertoire: Performing Cultural Memory in the Americas (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2003), 16. 
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J. Cohen Collection. During my third and fourth visits to the collection, Cohen generously sat 
down with me for over an hour each time answering my numerous questions. While we had 
spoken frequently over my subsequent visits, our interviews were invaluable and inform most of 
the material regarding the collection in these pages. 
Cohen has always loved building collections, starting with coins, stamps, and WWII 
soldiers when he was a kid.87 His foray into collecting art began with limited edition prints in the 
late 1960s during his university years. He veered into fine art photography around the mid-1970s 
and happened to stumble upon vernacular photography through a chance encounter at a flea 
market years later. He has also collected fine art photography, and this part of his collection 
gravitates towards artists who are engaging in the photographic medium without using a camera, 
mainly creating photograms, like Marco Breuer, Adam Fuss, and Alison Rossiter. During his 
first ten years collecting vernacular photographs (roughly 1992–2002), he had no specific goal 
nor organizational system; in his words, “I bought pictures because I thought they were 
interesting, and I liked them.”88 Cohen began by perusing flea markets, mainly the one on 6th 
Avenue and another on 25th Street, but from time to time he also frequented the one at 77th and 
Amsterdam and wandered over to Brooklyn. In 1999, he expanded his search parameters to eBay 
and over the years he has built relationships with dealers, opening these avenues that currently 
serve as his main sources. He is drawn to vernacular photographs in a similar way that I am, 
through the tactile and haptic registers of the photographic encounter. In his words, “one of the 
most interesting and involving parts of vernacular photography is [that], in addition to being an 
image, these are objects…I love the fact that these are objects…to me the edges are the 
 





connection, the edges being a little bit bent or folded or occasionally written upon…all of those 
things that make it an object and not just an image are the connection with the past. And I love 
all of that.”89 It is this object-ness of the photographs that grounds a viewing relationship. 
In the mid-2000s he hired his first assistant, Hannah, who was tasked with the job of 
sorting what Cohen estimates was about 10–15,000 photographs at the time, not yet in plastic 
sleeves and stored simply in cardboard and shoeboxes. Inspired by Ed Ruscha’s books Twentysix 
Gasoline Stations (1963), Thirty-four Parking Lots in Los Angeles (1967), and Nine Swimming 
Pools and a Broken Glass (1968), Cohen instructed Hannah to organize the photographs in a 
similar typological manner according to visual patterns. She noted that the task, while extensive, 
would not necessarily be complicated since Cohen was drawn to collect in patterned categories 
without realizing it. Between the two of them, they created about 40 original categories. The 
collection’s categories are designated according to objects, themes, subjects, and locales.90 For 
example, categories based on specific objects include “Inner Tubes,” “Xmas Trees,” 
“Watermelon,” and then there is the catch-all category of “Objects.” Themes pertaining to 
lighting include “Silhouettes,” “Glow,” and “Light at the End of Tunnel.” Themes referring to 
the camera and photographer dynamics include “Camera in Frame,” “From Above,” 
“Obstructed/Out of Frame,” and “Shadow of Photographer.” Categories that delineate animals as 
subjects include “Inappropriate Pets,” “Deer/Hunting,” “Elephants,” and the catch-all “Animals.” 
Then there are categories that take humans as their subjects, such as “Divers,” “Body Parts,” 
“Families/Groups,” and “Nurses/Nuns.” The categories that are organized according to locales 




90 For a full category list, see 
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that take the object-ness of the photographs into consideration include “Writing on Front” and 
“Cut Outs.” These categories are always expanding, and Cohen also leaves them open to intra-
collection shifting. 
Cohen’s selection process is not dissimilar from mine. Motivated by my desire to search 
for sapphistries, my selection and assimilation process to create a counterarchive derived from 
affectively engaged readings; motivated by a passion for vernacular photographs and a 
collector’s committed habit, Cohen selects and assimilates photographs into his collection by 
seeking out and choosing photographs that resonate with him intellectually and affectively.91 
While Cohen began by collecting vernacular photographs that only resonated with his interests, 
over time he has expanded and incorporated suggestions from assistants and visitors. It has 
become commonplace for curators and researchers looking for a specific theme or visual pattern 
to come to Cohen inquiring hopefully with Do you have…? If the subject matter of the search 
does not match a category in the collection, Cohen welcomes searchers to go sifting through 
categories and boxes looking for their desired material. If Cohen likes an idea, he may create a 
category based on it either from items already spread throughout his collection or begin, 
intentionally or unintentionally, seeking them out from various sellers. As such, Cohen is 
currently inspired to add photographs to his collection through two avenues (1) his interests, 
often informed by what he reads or other material that crosses his path, and (2) the interests of 
those who come to the collection inquiring about a certain subject matter. Additionally, the 
 
“Category List,” Peter J. Cohen Collection, https://www.pjcohencollection.com/collection/#block-
yui_3_17_2_1_1543441011540_25180. 
 
91 During our first interview, Cohen stated that whenever he gets an idea for a new search criterion—either from 
something he comes across on his own or from a researcher—then his drive to seek it out—either add to a category 
or create a new category—is akin to a “habit.” He states: “I just can’t resist…I need to…it’s very hard, it’s like some 




collection’s categories expand and are shaped through two avenues (1) pattern ideas that he and 
his assistants find extra or intra-collection, and (2) patterns researchers inquire about. Therefore, 
the decisions that inform acquisition, category creation, and category reformation inform each 
other as they are simultaneously instructed by Cohen’s interests, the interests of his assistants, 
and the interests of inquiring researchers. Cohen told me two stories that illustrate these points. 
The first was about the “Human Pyramids” category, which was inspired by a curator who 
visited about three years ago in search of photographs with people in “human pyramids, kneeling 
on each other’s back.”92 While he was sure that some probably existed in his collection at the 
time, it required some digging. A previous assistant, Yael, began an intra-collection search and 
found about 200 photographs of human pyramids spread across other categories. With this visual 
pattern in mind, he began seeing such photographs across various selling platforms and started 
intentionally collecting them to add to his new category. A second example comes from a few 
years ago when a visitor said something that struck Yael and inspired her to sift through various 
categories over the course of a few weeks in search of pictures of people standing “intentionally 
or inadvertently” on one leg.93 She found at least one photograph that aligned with this pattern in 
every box, totaling hundreds of photographs. This category now spans numerous boxes. The 
laid-back and interest-driven expansion and modification of the collection is reflected throughout 
the space. It is a genuinely fun, relaxing, and engaging experience—as Cohen eloquently puts it, 
“going from one thing to another” is just like “getting lost in the stacks.”94 
 







One of the most striking aspects of the collection’s category-based organizational system 
is that it encourages engagement with the photographs in a tactile manner, thereby animating the 
haptic aspects. To find a photograph, one must pull down a bunch of boxes and riffle through 
them one by one—a luxury that is not granted at institutional archives and that I found incredibly 
freeing and enjoyable. The high ceilings, tall windows, and low-slung couches make the space 
comfortable and inviting. The environment is reminiscent of being at a friend or relative’s home 
browsing through their family souvenirs and memories; indeed, since the collection is localized 
around Cohen’s living room, that is the case, albeit the home is a collector’s, and the mementos 
are those of strangers from the past. The spatial relations of the collection are inseparable from 
the research experiences and curatorial and archival work that takes place there. 
The spatial construction of institutional archives adheres to traditional archival practices 
and function to inform the organization of researchers and their subsequent work. Out of the 
Closet, Into the Archives: Researching Sexual Histories (2015) is an anthology that brings 
together various voices about what it feels like to do queer research in the archive and its 
resounding affects. One essay from the book, “Making a Place for Lesbian Life at the Lesbian 
Herstory Archives,” written by Professor of Multicultural Women and Gender Studies at Texas 
Woman’s University Dr. Agatha Beins, discusses how the ethos, organization of holdings, and 
arrangement of space at The Lesbian Herstory Archives in Park Slope, Brooklyn, “interrogates 
the practices of conventional archives” and results in a “community [archive] that [exists] in 
relation to and in tension with conventional archives, a term [used] to denote a connection with a 
formal institution and the adoption of archival practices that reflect the traditional principles of 
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archival science.”95 Similarly, the space and organizational practices at the Peter J. Cohen 
Collection are in direct opposition to those at institutional archives. Indeed, Cohen’s collection is 
not an archive; however, the collection is an entity that maintains holdings of material objects 
and makes itself available to researchers. In this sense, the collection is comparable to The 
Lesbian Herstory Archives in that the space blurs “the boundaries between formal ‘archival’ 
activities,” such as research, “and ‘nonarchival’ activities,” such as chit-chat, lounging, and 
eating and drinking. It is not only “a semipublic space but also a multiuse space” since it is a 
home, collection, and place of research. Dr. Beins argues that we should:  
Take seriously the spatial configuration of any archive [or comparable space of object 
holdings]. Such a focus allows us to examine how the composition of a space affects and 
reflects the work of archivists and organizes and disciplines researchers; to be more 
purposeful in our work as archivists, volunteers, researchers, and scholars; and to gain a 
more complex understanding of the effects of archival practices on the ways the spaces of 
an archive are used. Space is not neutral, static, and empty, waiting to be occupied and 
transformed by humans into a particular place, nor is place a transparent, coherent, 
uncontested, unchanging locus of human activity. Rather, as many have argued, space 
and place are produced—discursively, materially, and affectively—through interactions 
at different scales. The archive, therefore, is a place of relations and interactions, 
exchanges and negotiations, all of which have a spatial dimension.96 
 
The most formal house rule I was given was that my coffee cup would be best kept a few paces 
away on the floor rather than on the tabletop amongst the photographs. I was welcome to use the 
kitchen, trek into the back living area of the apartment for the restroom, and could take my shoes 
off if I wanted to. By contrast, most research spaces—institutions including both archives and 
libraries—have strict rules regarding access to the space and its utilities, handling of materials, 
 
95 Agatha Beins, “Making a Place for Lesbian Life at the Lesbian Herstory Archives,” in Out of the Closet, Into the 
Archives: Researching Sexual Histories, ed. Jaime Cantrell and Amy L. Stone (Albany, New York: State University 
of New York Press, 2015), 26, kindle. 
 
96 Agatha Beins, 26–27, kindle. 
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and food and drink policies. The space of the collection provided a comfortable atmosphere to 
attempt the project of feeling photography and informed the resulting curated counterarchive. 
The casual sitting room at the collection led to a mutual exchange of conversation and 
photographs between Carly and myself as she sat on one couch doing her sorting and I sat 
opposite of her doing mine. Look how adorable! I would exclaim as I held photographs up for 
her to see, my excitement mounting as I began to find photos that matched my criteria. Each time 
I came across one that particularly struck me, I would hold it out to her with my accompanying 
commentary: Wow, this one does not look posed at all. (Figure 31); Look at her hand on her 
knee! (Figure 56); Isn’t this is super cute? (Figure 66); and so surprised that I needed a second 
opinion, Is that a boob grab?! (Figure 90). The more images I looked at, the more invested, 
delighted, and captivated I became. Why were these photographs divested from their origins? 
What happened between their divestment from their origins and their acquisition into the 
collection? Who were these women? Who were these women to each other? What were the 
circumstances that led to this snapshot? 
Cohen noted my enthusiasm in our conversation during my third visit “…with your nose 
down, looking at the stuff. I mean, you got into it so fast I couldn’t believe it. I mean, you were 
among the most rapidly hooked of anybody who [has] ever walked in here at least by observation 
from me. I mean it was incredible.”97 Cohen’s own passion for the photographs is infectious; I 
saw it reflected in Carly and I recognized the feeling in myself immediately. It seems as if most 
people who visit the collection have comparable experiences, as Cohen told me a story about a 
curator who visited years before who was similarly swept away by the endless possibilities the 
photographs presented. According to Cohen she said, “I was so engrossed [in them] and I was so 
 
97 Peter J. Cohen, Private Collector, interview by Lauren Fisher, December 1, 2020, interview 1. 
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engrossed in making up my own story of trying to figure out what is [happening] in the picture; 
or, as I like to say, what happened just before this and what happened after it…because you only 
have that snapshot in time.”98 To put this allure in another light, Deitcher, author of Dear 
Friends, explains that these “ephemeral [objects have] survived [their] abandonment, just as 
[they have] survived the [women] whose appearance [they preserve], the memory of their names, 
and any details about their lives except their physical appearance. These factors combined with 
the surprising intimacy of the anonymous sitters [triggered] a powerful emotional response in 
me. I wanted to know more, and to see more.”99 Cohen iterated towards the end of our 
conversation on my third visit that over the recent years overtly queer photographs from his 
collection have been “gobbled up” by curators and archivists that come from university museums 
and libraries due to high student and professor demand; a demand that aligns with campus 
interests in identity-related topics such as sexuality, gender, and race.100 However, I was pleased 
to discover that working within the subjective and speculative space of the unclear, uncertain, 
and ambiguous was equally rewarding and more expansive. It was within this space that I was 
continually drawn to the photographs’ “emotional resonance.”101 Indeed, over the course of my 
visits and continued engagement with these photographs, their stubborn ambiguity has kept me 
perpetually curious.102 
 
98 Ibid. Emphasis is my own edit. 
 
99 David Deitcher, 14. 
 
100 Peter J. Cohen, Private Collector, interview by Lauren Fisher, December 1, 2020, interview 1. 
 
101 Craig M. Loftin, “Secrets in Boxes: The Historian as Archivist,” 56, kindle. 
 
102 Ibid. 
The full quote that I am borrowing the idea of stubborn ambiguity from is as follows: “As anonymous photographs, 
they remain stubbornly ambiguous objects. I know nothing about their long-since deceased subjects, nothing about 
the occasion that brought them together to sit for a photograph one day. A photograph like this comes with no 
provenance, often without even an inscription that might provide clues to help answer many questions it raises.” 
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I exhausted all six of the boxes from the “Women in pairs” category during my first visit, 
as well as a few boxes from “African Americans,” “Gender Bender,” and “Kissing and 
embraces.” The remaining boxes and categories I sorted through during my subsequent visits. As 
I riffled through boxes, I asked myself at each photograph “Could this be read as sapphic?” If 
yes, it got placed to the side for later sorting, if no, it went back into its box. By the end of my 
first day, I had accumulated multiple stacks that required a sense of organization. Thus, my 
original sorting system emerged out of, “Am I sure this reads as sapphic, and if so, how?” This 
resulted in a grouping system that I have come to call “image clusters,” and was based entirely 
upon visual and affective themes that began to emerge. My working categories became: 
Cutesy pairs       
Intimate and affectionate pairs   
Women dancing (Figures 18–20)    
Sapphic weddings/proposals/families (Figures 31–41)  
Nude pairs (Figures 21–26)  
Nude groups (Figures 27–30)    
Femme/masc. pairs (Figures 42–45) 
Femme/masc. groups (Figures 50–51) 
Masc./masc. pairs (Figures 46–49) 
Masc./masc. groups (Figures 52–54) 
 
My working framework for the definition of sapphic, from the Introduction’s visual sapphic 
lineage to pulling these photographs and delineating them into categories, is informed by my 
contemporary understanding of and relationship to queerness. As such, if a photograph felt queer 
to me, it found a place in one of the categories in my box for further reflection. Throughout this 
entire process I became more aware of the subjective and speculative space that supported this 
line of questioning, and how such a space is informed by the ways in which each photograph 
resonated affectively according to my queer positionality.103 Further, I cannot say that my choice 
 
103 A few weeks after I established this ruling based purely on my instinctual interpretations of the affections 
displayed within the photographs, I read about Nini and Treadwell’s concept of 50/50 in the essay they wrote, “An 
Accidental Collection,” for their book Loving. They state that “when deciding whether or not to acquire a photo or 
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to organize by visual patterns was not at least somewhat influenced by Cohen’s own typological 
organization. Was I inspired by Cohen’s organizational system in the same way that his 
collection is inspired by visitor inquiries? While I did not do it consciously, I may have done it 
unintentionally since I approached the collection unsure of whether I would find any 
photographs and with no idea of how to sort photographs of interest to my project. 
In my effort to curate a counterarchive of visual sapphistries, what I chose not to include 
(Figures 18–54) has become as informative as what I chose to include (Figures 55–98). As such, 
the counterarchive of felt photographs that make up Chapter Two is comprised solely of the 
photographs from the first two image clusters that I call “cutesy pairs” and “intimate and 
affectionate pairs”—a minor yet significant perspectival distinction where “cutesy pairs” 
characterize photographs that I felt were charming, cozy, and cute, and “intimate/affectionate 
pairs” characterize photographs that I felt were more amorous and intimate. Taken by 
anonymous photographers on amateur cameras, these photographs depict the quotidian moments 
of life in intimate relationships in the early 20th century: vacations, gatherings, outings, chores, 
leisure time, etc. Most of these photographs were pulled from the “Women in Pairs” boxes 
(Figures 55–98), a category that was inspired by a curator from Smith College Museum of Art 
who was inquiring about this subject about ten years ago. Cohen noted that, “we stole her idea in 
a heartbeat” and that it has remained and expanded ever since.104 As I was sorting through the 
piles of photographs of women in pairs, I separated between the ones that felt more on the “cute” 
 
snapshot, we have a rule that we follow. We call it the 50/50 rule: we have to believe that it’s at least 50% likely that 
we’re looking at two men who are romantically involved.” While I do not necessarily subscribe to this ruling, I do 
appreciate the sentiment. And while I may not align with a need for a 50% conviction, both of our intentions are 
founded upon the desire for what Cvetkovich calls in “Photographing Objects as Queer Archival Practice” a “legacy 
of queer intimacies and affections.” I find this another comforting parallel between our projects and queer archival 
impulses. 
 
104 Peter J. Cohen, Private Collector, interview by Lauren Fisher, December 1, 2020, interview 1. 
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side versus those that felt more on the “intimate and affectionate” side. While I chose not to 
include many images in Chapter Two’s iteration of a sapphic counterarchive, that does not mean 
that I do not view them as sapphic. Indeed, all the photographs presented here from the Peter J. 
Cohen Collection passed my initial sapphic inspection, an instinct that I stand by and that was a 
necessary part of the evolution of this project. Yet, upon delineation of how I was reading an 
image as sapphic, the parameters of this project only allowed for certain images to be engaged 
with fully. 
The first images to get eliminated from this iteration of the project were all the 
photographs of crossdressing (Figures 32–54). While they were striking to me and initially 
registered as queer engagements with gender, to assimilate them into a lineage of visual 
sapphistry would require contextualizing them within early 20th century concepts of gender play 
in the United States, which lies outside of this thesis’s scope. Cohen’s observations based on 
discussions with other collectors and museum workers over the years has led him to draw the 
conclusion that crossdressing was “as American as apple pie” and was not “tied up with 
homosexuality in any way, shape, or form.”105 At the time there was no radio, TV, or internet, so 
crossdressing was one way for people of all ages to spend their time, have fun, and entertain 
themselves. Furthermore, he expands that, based on his experience with “gender bending” 
photographs, the trend occurred all over the country, not just in the more progressive city 
centers; ultimately leading him to believe it was an “American pastime.”106 This trend also 
includes the mock weddings, proposals, and family portraits that we see in Figures 32–41. Where 








iterates that after further understanding of the context from which they come they are actually 
“pretty innocent.”107 That is to say that, while the people crossdressing with the purpose of 
playing out mock scenarios falls somewhere within our contemporary understanding of queer, it 
is actually not as straightforward, and that passing the time through traversing gender norms was 
“very acceptable” and not indicative of or related to homosexuality and queerness.108 In addition, 
the traveling circuses, carnivals, and amusement parks that were making their rounds across the 
United States at the time included photobooth setups where people would go in crossdressing 
attire and get their photo taken and printed in the form of a real photo postcard—an incredibly 
popular form of photographs in the early 1900s—in real time. Cohen’s hypothesis gave me pause 
on these photographs, as it became evident that to expand upon or refute it would require an 
alternative research trajectory. Thus, an argument to queer these photographs into a sapphic 
visual lineage falls outside of this thesis’ scope. However fascinating, that trajectory remains 
currently untouched. 
 The second image cluster to be put aside were the dancing ladies (Figures 18–20). Simply 
put, as cute and fun as they are, they did not correlate with the visual patterns established in the 
next chapter of pairs of women in cutesy, intimate, and affectionate poses. The next image 
clusters to get sidelined were all the nudes (Figures 21–30). While pairs and groupings of nude 
and seminude women are inherently sapphic, I felt less inclined to include these. Additionally, it 
became apparent through the posing and props that a few were most likely staged pinups 
(Figures 23 and 28–29). Further, Figure 30 seems to be a photograph of a couple of dancers for a 







Bar Girls.” The remaining photographs are of women stripping in various locales, mostly in the 
outdoors (Figures 21, 24–28) and one indoors (Figure 22). As fun as it is to imagine that the 
pinups were photographed for a sapphic magazine and that all the women frolicking around in 
various states of undress were doing so in the company of their sapphic sisters, I chose not to 
take up this trail of speculation. 
My definition of sapphic does not change throughout this project as it is consistently 
informed by my contemporary queer lens; however, my understanding for what it takes to 
assimilate an image into visual sapphistry does shift. Therefore, instead of assimilating all the 
photographs that I pulled—a project which would require further research and an expanded line 
of argument that could take up an entire book—I chose to work with the ones from the first two 
categories because I was consistently struck by (a) the varied iterations of intimacy between 
women in pairs (b) their speculative and subjective potential and (c) their affective resonances. 
As such, the counterarchive that Chapter Two’s “Flirting with the Past” presents is simply one 
way to engage vernacular photographs within a framework of visual sapphistry—the process 












Chapter Two: Flirting with the Past 
In the 1995 essay, “In our Glory: Photography and Black Life,” bell hooks gathers 
snapshots from her childhood to “see what narratives the images tell, what they say without 
words.”109 She explains the process of searching for “images to see if there are imprints waiting 
to be seen, recognized, and read.”110 Through a narrative blend that takes a diaristic and 
analytical approach, she uses an affective reading of her family’s snapshots to position 
photography as central to Black life. hooks argues that the camera, and specifically snapshot 
photography, was and continues to be a crucial image-making strategy for the construction of 
Black identity and communal memory. Similarly, the forty-four snapshots gathered for this 
chapter are laid out to encourage an affective engagement of snapshots to inquire the following: 
What stories can they tell? What do we see, recognize, and read? How do they work to construct 
a sapphic identity? How do they function as sapphic communal memory? 
This chapter argues that interpersonal relationships are built through affective encounters 
with each of these photographs; so that collectively, these photographs function as part of an 
archive of visual sapphistry, which provides a foundation for queer communal memory. Thus, 
the following pages offer a way to read these photographs that not only asks what they do within 
a sapphic framing, but also what we would lose if we refused them that possibility. This project 
does not aim to say that each of the women are lesbian nor “lesbian-like”; I argue that the former 
agenda has no merit and that the latter implicates the “women themselves” rather than their more 
 








nuanced, complicated, and fascinating “histories and stories.”111 I am also not concerned with 
identity-based sexuality here, as Rupp reminds us that, “the emergence of an identity based on 
sexual object choice is a minor part of the story of sapphistries.”112 I am thoroughly interested in 
the subjective and speculative space that vernacular photography allows during the photographic 
encounter—a space that opens photographs such as these to engage with a queer(ed) reading and 
to investigate the potentials of such a reading. How do these found photographs respond to a 
sapphic reading? How does one qualify a photograph as belonging to a sapphic visual lineage; or 
how does one read sapphism? And how does this selection of photographs allow us to engage the 
“challenge of feeling photography”?113 Animated via the queer impulses to feel backward, feel 
photography, and touch photographs, this counterarchive finds a dual function: (a) visual 
narratives, such as body language and facial expressions, serve as affective points of entry into 
each photograph through an innate sense of familiarity and (b) the accumulative patterns of 
intimate poses throughout serve as a framework for understanding snapshot vernacular visual 
sapphistry.114 
 
111 Leila J. Rupp, Sapphistries, 2–3 and 5. 
“Lesbian-like” is a term that was coined by medieval historian Judith Bennett to describe a variety of suggestive 
stories of women of the past. See Rupp, pages 2–3. 
I am using “woman” and “women” throughout these pages to describe “female-bodied individuals” who may have 
or may not have considered themselves women and in no way intend to subject these women to the gender identity 
of woman, in the same way that I do not wish to classify them as lesbian. Woman, however, is the simplest 
placeholder term I have without further knowledge of the lives of each individual presented here. See Rupp, page 5, 
for an eloquent discussion of sex and gender while deciding “who is in and who is out” of sapphistry. 
 
112 Leila J. Rupp, Sapphistries, 230. 
 
113 Elspeth H. Brown and Thy Phu, “Epilogue,” in Feeling Photography, 354. 
 
114 Marianne Hirsch and Leo Spitzer, “School Photos and Their Afterlives,” in Feeling Photography, 262–63. 
In this essay, Hirsch and Spitzer position body language and facial expressions as points of entry into the set of 
photographs they engage. They state that the “smiling and ironic gestures and expressions on these young faces 
provide a point of entry, an affective trigger for the viewer who, in the aftermath of genocidal destruction, can return 
to a ‘before’ to recognize a human particularity in them that defies erasure.” I appreciated this language while 




 On my first encounter with these photographs, I was immediately drawn to them and 
continue to return because they feel familiar; a strange yet delightful sensation to feel for 
strangers that lived their lives decades before I existed. Here, I turn to Rupp and Valerie Traub—
Professor of Gender and Sexuality and English at the University of Michigan—to explore “the 
persistence of certain patterns in the history of female same-sex sexuality” and to confront “the 
question of why certain ways that women loved women in the past seem so familiar despite very 
different social contexts.”115 In her essay “The Present Future of Lesbian Historiography,” Traub 
describes these instances of and encounters with “uncanny familiarity” as belonging to historical 
“cycles of salience”—or, “forms of intelligibility whose meanings recur, intermittently and with 
a difference, across time.”116 She explains that these perceived moments account for an 
“encounter with what can look a lot like ‘lesbianism’ in the distant historical periods” in our 
searches to conceptualize “the meaning of female bodies and bonds.”117 Therefore, “cycles of 
salience” propose that “there are certain overarching ways that desire, sex, and love between 
women have been understood and enacted across time and that those understandings and 
definitions appear, disappear, and reappear at different points.”118 Traub draws further support 
for her argument that there is an “affective need for apprehending similarities” through the work 
of Professor of English, Women's Studies, and History at the University of Michigan, Martha 
Vicinus.119 In her book, Intimate Friends: Women Who Loved Women, 1778–1928 (2004), 
 
115 Leila J. Rupp, Sapphistries, 6–7. 
 
116 Valerie Traub, “The Present Future of Lesbian Historiography,” in The Lesbian Premodern, edited by Noreen 




118 Leila J. Rupp, Sapphistries, 6. 
 
119 Valerie Traub, “The Present Future of Lesbian Historiography,” 22–23. 
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Vicinus states that, “by tracing repetitive patterns” we see “a rich combination of change and 
continuity” in the behaviors by sapphics and their respective historical receptions, thereby 
demonstrating that “even though the structures of intimacy remained in place, their meanings 
changed over time.”120 These cycles and patterned structures across times, cultures, and locales 
lead to encounters with the past that look and feel like our understanding of sapphism. 
Dinshaw explains these “affective relations across time” as “touching” or “touches across 
time”—the inclination for which is spurred by a “profound desire for connectedness” and is 
marked by the ways in which we form relations with “phenomena from the past” in an effort to 
“[constitute] ourselves and our communities now.”121 As such, touching across time describes 
the inclination and desire to engage with people, cultures, and wonders from the past through 
affective reading of historical images, documents, objects, and ephemera. It is signified by the 
fact that one feels touched by these encounters. Dinshaw argues that the “queer impulse” to 
touch across time allows for queers to “make new relations, new identifications, new 
communities with past figures who elude resemblance to us but with whom we can be connected 
partially by virtue of shared marginality, queer positionality.”122 As photography was founded 
upon the analog development process, photographs are inherently bound to the liquid image-
making process that connect them to development and re-development. As such, photographs are 
not static and unchanged objects, but are perpetually in the process of being interpreted and re-
interpreted in ways that reveal as much about them as objects as they do about their subjects and 
viewers. Thus, touching across time through photography is an affective manifestation of the 
 
120 Martha Vicinus, Intimate Friends: Women Who Loved Women, 1778–1928 (Chicago/London: University of 
Chicago Press, 2004), xxiv–xxix. Emphasis in original. 
 
121 Carolyn Dinshaw, 1, 3, 21, 36, and 40, kindle. 
 
122 Carolyn Dinshaw, 38, kindle. 
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photograph’s temporal suspension in “liquid time.”123 “Liquid time” is a concept that scholars 
Marianne Hirsch and Leo Spitzer developed in their study of vernacular school photographs, 
School Photos in Liquid Time: Reframing Difference (2020). The idea is drawn from artist Jeff 
Wall’s 1989 short essay, “Photography and Liquid Intelligence.” For Wall, liquid time embodies 
photography’s connection to water and therefore nature, both of which to him are inherently 
connected to both the past and time. Thus, in pairing the multitemporal essence of photography’s 
relationship to liquid time with the consistently uncanny affective familiarities of visual 
narratives throughout this counterarchive of photographs, the viewer is invited to touch and be 
touched across time. 
As I explored partially in Chapter One, the marriage of touch and photography is not a 
solely affective experience, as one can both be touched by a photograph and physically touch a 
photograph. In the book Touching Photographs (2012), Margaret Olin, Senior Research Scholar 
at Yale Divinity School, posits how “the word photograph, meaning ‘light-writing,’ evokes both 
vision and touch, and in exploiting the slippage between the two parts of its name, photography 
gains power as a relational art, its meaning determined not only by what it looks like but also by 
the relationship we are invited to have with it.”124 The “relational reality” of photography 
underscores “how photographs participate in and create relationships and communities” and the 
“ways in which communities gather around photographs.”125 How do the photographs selected 
here “participate in and create relationships and communities;” or rather, what relationships are 
created by and what “communities gather around” these photographs? 
 
123 Marianne Hirsch and Leo Spitzer, “Introduction,” 12–14. 
 
124 Margaret Olin, “Introduction: Tactile Looking,” 3. Emphasis in original.  
 
125 Margaret Olin, “Introduction: Tactile Looking,” 15 and 19. 
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My encounters with these photographs are “fundamentally tactile” as I physically sorted 
through stacks of them and moved them around into various categories that evolved throughout 
the research.126 Just as all relationships and communities are informed by the personal 
perspectives and investments that each person brings, so are relationships with photographs. Olin 
describes this relational dynamic with photographs below: 
How photographs look may be less central to their habitus than how people look at them. 
Or how people refuse to, fail to, or simply do not look at them. The fact that a 
photograph, once taken, can become a visual presence in our world does not only mean 
that we look at photographs. We also are with photographs; and we spend time in their 
presence. They are not only visual presences, hallucinations, but also physical objects, 
with a physical visuality that we can touch. This “touching” characteristic of 
photographic practices is individual, interpersonal, and communitywide.127 
 
I am careful to describe the time I and others spend with these photographs as encounters as it 
highlights what Olin remarks on above: that looking at photographs is not simply a visual but a 
tactile exchange between viewer and subject, and viewer and object. This sentiment is echoed by 
Brown and Phu in their introduction to Feeling Photography where they posit the inherent “dual 
meaning of feeling as the ‘tactile plus emotional.’” Throughout the time I have spent with these 
photographs, from the moment I began sorting through boxes to the writing of this thesis, I have 
been consistently struck by the dual nature of touching photographs, in the physical sense as well 
as emotional sense of familiarity that grew throughout their accumulation.  
The intrinsic affective relationship to photographs can be compared to Roland Barthes’s 
punctum, originally coined in Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography (1981). The concept 
of the punctum has been taken up by scholars engaged in the link between photography and 
 
126 Elspeth H. Brown and Thy Phu, “Introduction,” 13–14. 
 
127 Margaret Olin, “Introduction: Tactile Looking,” 17. Emphasis original. 
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affect and is a central inspiration for the emphasis on feeling in photography.128 Barthes’s 
punctum is the unexpected affective trigger of a photograph that opens a space for personal 
resonance. In his words, it is the photograph’s property that “wounds” and may register for the 
viewer as a “sting, speck, cut, little hole;” thus, according to Barthes the punctum is the 
photographic element that “pricks me (but also bruises me, is poignant to me).”129 He positions 
this photographic property in opposition to the studium, which is defined as the contextual and 
cultural knowledge that informs a photographic reading. Therefore, the punctum, activated by 
certain details in a photograph, is, in the words of Hirsch, that which “disturbs the flat and 
immobile surface of the image” and “[embeds] it in an affective relationship of viewing.”130 As 
such, any reading of a photograph is tied to not only to one’s optic register of the photograph, but 
also to one’s haptic experience with the photographic object. Dismissing the latter in favor of the 
former ignores a complex, nuanced, and rich terrain for photographic engagement. Further, 
engaging the haptic register of the photographic encounter—asking what it means to feel a 
photograph and what meaning is brought to a photograph through feeling—is inseparable from 
one’s personal experiences as both feelings and experiences are integral and messily bound 
components of our affective lives and inform our positionalities.131 
 
128 In the anthology Feeling Photography, Professor of Visual and Critical Studies at the School of the Art Institute 
of Chicago, Shawn Michelle Smith, engages Barthes’s concept of the punctum at length in her essay “Photography 
between Desire and Greif: Roland Barthes and F. Holland Day.” Additionally, throughout the anthology, the other 
essays consistently refer to Barthes’s punctum as points of entry into their various engagements with affect in their 
projects of “feeling photography.” 
 
129 Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography (1981), translated by Richard Howard (New York: 
Hill and Wang, 2010), 27. 
 
130 Marianne Hirsch, “Introduction: Family Frames,” in Family Frames: Photography, narrative, and postmemory 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1997), 4. 
 
131 bell hooks, “In our Glory: Photography and Black Life,” 56. 
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 My first points of entry into these photographs were the ways in which some of the 
women were leaning into each other. What I remarked frequently in these pictures were gently 
laid hands and tightly wrapped arms, invoking a sense of shared intimacy and comfort. One of 
the first photographs I came across and pulled aside was of a pair of young women sitting atop a 
banister dressed in shorts and bikini tops, presumably hovering atop a boardwalk with a beach 
awaiting below (Figure 56). The women are relaxed into each other, smiling widely for the 
unknown photographer, possibly caught mid-laugh or simply joy-filled from a day by the water. 
They are young, possibly in their late teens or early twenties. The woman leaning back into the 
other has her right hand tenderly resting on the other woman’s right leg, while her partner 
embraces her from behind. Their shoulders and cheeks are pressed close together. Who are these 
women? Who are they to each other? What has transpired between them, bringing them to share 
such tenderness of touch, such comfort of closeness? Are they indeed at the beach, and if so, 
which one? Is this a day trip or a longer stay? What happened to the shoes of the woman on the 
right—were they thrown onto the deck below in the haste of climbing the banister or were they 
swept away hours before in the tide? Who is the person behind the camera—a random passerby 
that they waved down for a quick snapshot or an accompanying friend? This is a precious 
snapshot commemorating a moment, a day, and a connection full of fun and warmth. 
The vernacularity of a photograph like this one invokes an endless stream of inquiries and 
allows for a viewer’s imagination to spiral, inspiring more questions than they will ever be able 
to answer. It is a sort of “choose your own adventure” of the photographic experience.132 The 
 
132 Jad Abumrad and Shima Oliaee, “Dolly Parton’s America: The Only One For Me, Jolene,” NPR online, podcast 
series, November 19, 2019, https://www.npr.org/podcasts/765024913/dolly-parton-s-america. 
On this episode of “Dolly Parton’s America,” guest Nadine Hubbs, historian and musicologist, shares with hosts Jad 
Abumrad and Shima Oliaee her take on the song “Jolene” as read through a homoerotic lens. Abumrad builds off 
this idea by hypothesizing how the song “Jolene” exists in a third space of interpretation that makes room for such a 
reading. Further, a subsequent guest on this episode, songwriter and musician Justin Hiltner, states that it is not just 
“Jolene” that functions within this space, but many of Parton’s songs. He states that “it really speaks to that kind of 
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mystery and intrigue spurred on solely by visual clues is the reason why we can engage with 
these photographs in the in-between space of speculation and subjectivity. Just as we can assess 
the various visual clues to conclude that the possible location of this photograph is a beach, we 
can assess the women’s body language and facial expressions, the tones of which suggest a 
relationship bound in joy, intimacy, and affection. 
After sitting with these photographs, visual patterns and similarities began to emerge that 
allowed for the grouping of two sets: couples featured outside (Figures 55–86) and couples 
inside (Figures 87–98). Within these two sets, the photographs are organized according to 
patterns of poses and postures. The organization of figures according to postural patterns is 
broken down via the following: 
Figures 55–56: outdoor pairs, seated, leaning into each other. 
Figures 57–59: outdoor pairs, seated, side-by-side on seats. 
Figures 60–66: outdoor pairs, seated, lounging in the grass. 
Figures 67–69: outdoor pairs, seated, back to front. 
Figures 70–71: outdoor pairs, on shoulders.  
Figure 72: outdoor pair, standing, kissing. 
Figures 73–80: outdoor pairs, standing, side embraces.  
Figures 81–86: outdoor pairs, standing, interlocked arms and hands.  
Figure 87: indoor pair, taken from outside. 
Figures 88–92: indoor pairs, seated, side-by-side on furniture.  
Figures 93–94: indoor pairs, standing, goofy embraces. 
Figures 95–98: indoor pairs, close crop portraits (or, face smashes). 
 
Figures 55–56 show couples propped up on railings, each with one woman leaning fully back 
into the other. The couples depicted in Figures 57–59 sit snuggly side-by-side on outdoor seats: 
one couple on a bench in what looks like a park, one couple squeezed onto an oversized 
Adirondack chair in front of a yard, and one couple perched on a large boulder in front of what 
appears to be Auguste Rodin’s Le Penseur (The Thinker). In Figures 60–66 pairs are seen 
 
quality of Dolly’s writing…what she’s creating is really a choose your own adventure kind of musical 
experience.” This metaphor applies aptly to the space that vernacular photography occupies. 
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lounging in the grass: a few close side cuddles (Figures 60–62), two pairs facing each other with 
intimate familiarity (Figures 63–64), a couple with one woman’s head relaxed into the other’s 
lap (Figure 65), and our last couple collapsed into each other on the ground (Figure 66). In 
Figures 67–69 we find pairs where one partner embraces the other from behind: in one 
photograph the women are squatting at a baseball field (Figure 67), in another we see two 
women pressed closely on a swing (Figure 68), and in the last photograph we see one woman 
seated behind the other in a roofless vehicle (Figure 69). Figures 70–71 depict pairs of women 
sitting on one another’s shoulders, the first pair seated in a meadow and the second standing at a 
beach. The only photograph that displays a kiss is Figure 72—a photograph that we will come 
back to further on. Two outdoor sections (Figures 73–80 and 81–86) show similar yet different 
poses: pairs embraced by their sides and pairs linked at their sides through either interlocked 
arms or hands. 
The first indoor photograph (Figure 87) is taken from outside through a window and 
shows a couple laughing with one another, possibly doing the dishes over a kitchen sink. In 
Figures 88–92, there are a few side-by-side cuddles on furniture, including a pair of kissy faces 
(Figure 88) and a pair where one woman is grabbing the other’s breast (Figure 90). The next two 
figures are goofy embraces, one set in a camp cabin (Figure 93) and one set in a living room 
(Figure 94). Finally, Figures 95–98 are close cropped portraits of pairs from photobooths, or as I 
more casually like to refer to them as, face smashes. The pairs of women depicted in these 
photographs display a range of affects through their body language and facial expressions 
including intimacy, closeness, silliness, tenderness, joy, and love. Throughout them all, the easy 
intimacy of the sitters within the photographs consistently resonates. 
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One of the photographs from the “outdoor, seated, side-by-side on seats” category also 
features what Nini and Treadwell have deemed “unmistakable looks.”133 Indeed, there are a 
handful of photographs in my selection that feature longing gazes, loving glances, and adoring 
looks. The look featured in this section is that of a loving gaze (Figure 58). The two women 
featured sit outside side-by-side on an oversized Adirondack chair. Their interior arms are 
wrapped around each other: the woman on the right’s arm is draped around her partners 
shoulders, and the arm of the woman on the left is tucked behind her partner’s back to rest on her 
waist. Both women appear to be in their early twenties. The woman on the left is clothed in a 
dress, with what appears to be a floral apron covering the top part. Her hair is cut into a curled 
bob with a bit of bangs. Her accessories are simple: a pearl-like necklace, an understated 
bracelet, and a simple ring on her right hand. The woman on the right is dressed in a dark skirt 
and a light button-down blouse. Her hair seems to be swept up on her head, with wisps spilling 
around the top of her face. Her only visible accessory is a smooth bracelet on her left arm. While 
the woman on the left of the photograph is facing forward, smiling gently at the camera, the 
woman on the right is turned towards her partner, looking at her in a sweet, if not adoring, way. 
There is an easy intimacy between the two women, as exhibited by their bodies nestled together 
on a chair, arms wrapped around one another, and the one-sided affectionate gaze. Although 
“chums”—a word that tends to indicate platonic friendship—is written at the bottom of the 
photograph, the gentle look alludes that they were quite chummy. Could they have been platonic 
in public and romantic in private? It is impossible to know for sure either way. As Deitcher 
points out, with no further “caption nor context to anchor this object” I am “free to wonder.”134 
 
133 Hugh Nini and Neal Treadwell, “An Accidental Collection,” 14. 
 
134 David Deitcher, Dear Friends: American Photographs of Men Together, 1840–1918, 16. 
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Gazing at a lover is a common occurrence across times and locales, and a common trope in 
loving photographs. In fact, one of my favorite early photographs of my current partner and I 
depicts exactly that: nestled together on a couch, she is caught gazing at me while my attention is 
drawn obliviously elsewhere. As such, I recognize in this snapshot a familiar affect of 
tenderness, gentleness, and warmth that connects two people who share an intimate bond.  
 In the “outdoor pairs, seated, lounging in the grass” category, we find one couple 
captured in a moment of frivolity and closeness (Figure 62). Huddled into each other amongst 
tall grass, both women are dressed in baggy long pants, loose shirts, laced boots, and head 
coverings—the woman on the left in a headscarf and the woman on the right in a hat. Sitting atop 
her partner’s lap, the woman on the left nuzzles into the crook of her partner’s neck with closed 
eyes, possibly squinted from the sun, and a cheerful smile. The woman on the right holds her 
partner in place by wrapping both arms around her, with her right arm wound across her 
partner’s shoulders. Strikingly, she is gripping a small gun in her right hand. While the gun is a 
confusing addition to an otherwise tender photograph, its presence does not feel alarming as it is 
pointed at the ground and the woman holding it is looking directly at the camera with a smirk, 
producing an overall playful tone on top of an otherwise warm image. Is the gun a toy gun, or at 
least unloaded, and present for costumed fun? Who is the woman on the right smirking at behind 
the camera? Do the pair of women come to this field often?  Is the photographer and gun a new 
addition to their meadow adventures or part of a habitual excursion into the country for play? 
Were they out for a day of shooting targets and took a break to tumble into the grass? While the 
gun may be a strange and possibly alarming addition, it does not fully interrupt the photograph’s 
overall affect of playfulness and warmth since the women’s bodies are wound around each other, 
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their heads are relaxed into each other, and their faces communicate a sense of humor, not 
horror.  
There is only one photograph in my selection that depicts two women embraced in a kiss 
(Figure 72). Nestled into a bundle of bushes, the pair reach for each other’s arms as they lean 
over greenery to touch one another’s lips. Both women wear ankle-long light-colored summer 
dresses and have their hair smoothed gently back and tucked away at the napes of their necks. 
They share a sweet and gentle kiss, tenderly touching each other’s arms. Surrounded by the 
greenery, the photograph invokes the scene of a couple on an intimate romantic stroll through 
their secret garden. Is this their kissing spot in the forest? Do they venture here out of necessity 
for coverage, the romantic thrill of a shared secret site, or a mixture of the two? Who did they 
invite on this excursion to capture their affection? This photograph memorializes an intimate 
moment between lovers and invokes a feeling of tenderness and warmth from myself as a 
viewer, as I am profoundly touched by their endearing moment of affection. This photograph 
happened to be the last image added to my counterarchive. Before it was found, my selection of 
images already depicted a wide range of intimacy and affection—embraces, interlocked arms, 
interlaced hands, snuggles, lounges, grazes, gazes, and touches—but not a kiss. Some could 
argue that this photograph is the most damning out of all the compiled photographic evidence of 
sapphism. Some could argue that a photograph of a kiss on the lips is the most visually sapphic 
as there is less “wiggle room” to dismiss their affection, warmth, and intimacy as “close friends 
or sisters.” While I find it amusing, if not slightly ironic, that it is the last photograph that I 
stumbled across, I do not find its addition “legitimatizing” nor the “most sapphic.” For starters, 
the former is rooted in heteronormativity and homophobia and the latter, to me, is pointless. 
Indeed, one of the lines of questions that animates this project is who decides what is sapphic; 
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how; and for what purposes? Hence, as elated as I was to be able to include a photograph of 
women kissing in this archive, I did not need a photograph of a kiss to create, nor legitimize, this 
counterarchive of visual sapphism. It is, simply, a delightful cherry on top of all the other 
wondrous ways that women love other women. 
Huddled into each other’s arms, the women in Figure 77 stand side-by-side with their 
arms wrapped around each other and their faces pressed close together. They are both dressed in 
winter coats and headscarves, and the woman on the left has a fuzzy scarf wrapped around her 
neck. Their outfits, paired with the barren trees in the background, indicate that they are pressed 
into each other at least partly to stave off the cold in the air. However, their body language and 
facial expressions express that their closeness may indicate more. With her long coat undone, the 
woman on the left wraps her left arm around her partner, allowing the woman on the right to 
snuggle into open arms and coat. The woman on the left uses her right hand to grip the front of 
her coat in place around her partner’s center, enveloping her as much as the coat allows. Hugged 
tight, they nuzzle their faces close together. The looks on their faces are cheerful and content in 
their shared closeness. This photograph emanates warmth despite all the visual clues of a cold 
environment. There appears to be a walkway in the near distance behind them and possibly 
picnic tables in the further distance on the left side of the photograph’s frame. Were the women 
out for a winter stroll when they paused to ask a passerby for a photograph? Were they 
promenading with a companion, wrapped into each other for warmth, when the third party 
decided they should pause to take a memento of their shared intimacy? Are they lovers home for 
the holidays, escaping into the woods to share some moments in private before returning to 
family activities? As enjoyable as it is to imagine what this picture does not say, what it does 
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communicate is just as enjoyable to witness—tender gentleness and affection between women 
who care for one another. 
Inside on a large leaf-patterned sofa, a pair of stocking feet take up a large portion of a 
photograph’s frame, while a pair of goofy kissy faces above them draw the viewer’s attention 
(Figure 88). Seated side-by-side indoors, these two women are sat with their shoulders angled 
forward at the camera while their heads turn towards each other with puckered lips, as if to blow 
a kiss across the short distance. Both women’s eyes are open, which adds to the playful tone. 
Indeed, the framing of the photograph is as silly as the puckered lips since their pairs of feet and 
their feet’s reflection in the coffee table below take up two-thirds of the frame at the center-
bottom. Both women are wearing collared shirts and their hair cut into short, curled styles. Did 
the photographer capture a moment of silliness or ask for them to repeat the cute gesture for the 
camera? Could they possibly be at a friend’s house, gathered with others in the living room, yet 
squeezed together into the corner of the couch to be near each other? This photograph radiates 
tones of silliness and goofiness, moods that reflect the feeling of easy companionship, a feeling 
that the two women must share with each other to engage in such playful moments.  
The two previously mentioned projects of Dear Friends and Loving also noticed patterns 
emerging out of their selections of images. Nini and Treadwell remark on these patterns 
“crossing time, geography, and nationalities” within their project in the following manner: “we 
began to notice that the organic poses from one couple were an exact mimic of another, such as 
the way they held hands, embraced, or just leaned into one another.”135 Indeed, many of the 
photographs contained in these two books are visually similar to the ones compiled here (Figures 
99–111). Endearingly, each selection of images portrays the universal ways people display 
 
135 Hugh Nini and Neal Treadwell, “An Accidental Collection,” 19. 
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affection, intimacy, and love; the ease and comfort of nestling and posing with a loved one does 
not belong to one period, culture, locale, or gender.  
To show how the postural patterns mimic one another across the three projects, I pulled a 
handful of examples from both Dear Friends and Loving. Figures 99, 104, and 106 depict 
variations on the pose where a couple leans into each other front to back: standing on a ladder 
(Figure 99), sitting on a chair (Figure 104), and laying in the snow (Figure 106). Couples leaning 
into each other’s sides are shown in Figures 100 and 110: on the floor of a portrait studio curled 
into each other (Figure 100) and on a couch lounging comfortably (Figure 110). There were 
numerous close-cropped portraits, or face smashes, in both Dear Friends and Loving (Figures 
101, 102, 103, and 111). The last of which, Figure 111, is an endearing and remarkable portrait 
of two young men holding either sides of a sign in front of their chests that reads: “NOT 
MARRIED BUT WILLING TO BE.” Next is a couple in a rocking chair on a roof with one 
partner sitting on the other’s lap (Figure 105) and another couple wrapped around each other lip 
locked (Figure 107). One of the most striking patterns that Nini and Treadwell uncovered were 
photographs of men standing together under umbrellas (Figure 108). After realizing that this 
formed a pattern, they discovered that “beginning sometime in the mid-1800s and continuing 
into the late 1920s…posing together under an umbrella was a signal that two men were 
romantically involved.”136 I have yet to come across a parallel coded symbol intended to convey 
a similar message about women involved with each other. Figure 109 depicts four pairs of men 
dancing and is reminiscent of the photographs of women dancing together discussed in Chapter 
One. 
 
136 Hugh Nini and Neal Treadwell, “An Accidental Collection,” 19. 
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This thesis, Dear Friends, and Loving are three examples of the possibilities available 
through touching across time via vernacular photographs. These possibilities are animated by the 
queer impulse to create relationships with figures and phenomena from the past, or to feel 
backwards. “Feeling backwards” is a concept born out of the discursive affective turn that has 
changed the landscape of queer history. Questions regarding queer history have turned from 
debates that center on sexual categories to investigations into the desires that animate the 
relations between historians and their chosen subjects of study. Heather Love, Professor of 
English at the University of Pennsylvania, has engaged this concept in her book, Feeling 
Backward: Loss and the Politics of Queer History (2007). She writes: 
The turn from a focus on “effective history” to a focus on “affective history” has meant 
that critics have stopped asking, “Were there gay people in the past?” but rather have 
focused on questions such as: “Why do we care so much if there were gay people in the 
past?” or even, perhaps, “What relation with these figures do we hope to cultivate?” 
Critics…[have] shifted the focus away from epistemological questions in the approach to 
the queer past; rather, they make central “the desires that propel such engagements, the 
affects that drive relationality across time.” Exploring the vagaries of cross-historical 
desire and the queer impulse to forge communities between the living and the dead, this 
work has made explicit the affective stakes of debates on method and knowledge. Mixing 
psychoanalytic approaches with more wide-ranging treatments of affect, they have traced 
the identifications, the desires, the longings, and the love that structure the encounter with 
the queer past.137 
 
Indeed, why do I care so much if there were queer people in the past? What is at stake? While 
these photographs have been incredibly endearing and validating to me, the most moving aspect 
of this counterarchive is embedded in the feelings they have elicited in the queer friends I shared 
them with. They have been vehicles of community gathering and discussion on multiple 
occasions. Within these instances, I have witnessed how these photographs function as (a) 
mirrors for others to see their affective lives reflected in the past and (b) affirmation that queers 
have always already been surviving and thriving under various socio-cultural-political 
 
137 Heather Love, Feeling Backward: Loss and the Politics of Queer History, 31. 
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conditions. This shared queer impulse and queer desire to find oneself in history stems from the 
yearning for respite and validation in a world that attempts to other, ostracize, arrest, and 
execute. Further, the shared experience of being affected by seeing oneself in history—while 
there have been plenty of comments made upon viewing the images compiled here, one that 
particularly stuck out was a friend who iterated that seeing the various forms of intimacy and 
affection made him feel “gooey inside”—illustrates the poignant potential of affective 
engagements with photographs.138 
The ways in which affection and intimacy between women is communicated, displayed, 
and captured is as diverse and relatable as the ways captured in the photographs here. Just as “the 
varieties of ways women have loved one another are not limitless,” the varieties of ways women 
express their love for one another in photographs are numerous and reveal patterns.139 Taking 
“feeling itself as a question and a theme,” this chapter has posited these snapshots as entry points 
to engage with the concepts of feeling photography, feeling backward, and touching 
photographs.140 Studying the feelings found within these photographs as well as the feelings they 
invoke in viewers, makes clear the ways in which photographs can be re-animated through 
affect.141 Vernacularity and sentimentality cannot be separated from these photographs. They are 
intimate mementos and “personal touchstones” for the original subjects and viewers, as well as 
 
138 This was a comment made by a friend, Mario Moreta, one weekend in February 2021 while looking through the 
vintage vernacular photographs of the women here and of the men from Dear Friends: American Photographs of 
Men Together, 1840–1918 and Loving: A Photographic History of Men in Love 1850s–1950s. 
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when viewed by the sapphic and queer subject.142 Of course, these images could find a whole 
other organization, according, for example, to background, locale, or clothing. Such an 
alternative interrogation would re-animate these photographs in a different light. However, for 
the purpose of this thesis, the specific curation of these photographs by their relational qualities 
and arrangement according to their visual aspects, reveal the resonant possibilities that an 
affective reading of body language (postures and poses) and facial expressions can represent. 
Due to the freedom elicited from a lack of captions and context with these snapshots, I 
am able to imagine whatever I like about the women within. Led by their tender tones, this 
freedom to explore what they represent and what they mean is driven by my perspective and 
animated by my desires.143 As such, while I have no personal relationship to any of the women 
within these photographs, my queer positionality renders my readings of these photographs with 
a felt familiarity, eliciting a sense of warmth and softness. Such encounters with these 
photographs are marked by the various forms of physical and emotional touches that we share: 
my handling of the photographs as material objects, my emotional reactions to their contents, the 
reactions they invoke in community members who look on with me, and the impact that these 
photographs have when compiled together. Thus, relationships with these photographs are rooted 
in tactile looking and animated by a felt position. As I have explained throughout, when one 
engages the act of touching a photograph across time, it reciprocates by touching back. Thus, 
what kind of relationship do I hope to cultivate with the figures in the photographs compiled 
here? One of playful intrigue, cheerful curiosity, and dare I say, flirtation. 
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In Rupp’s conclusion to Sapphistries, she “returns to the question of how a consideration 
of sapphistries revises our understanding of the global history of same-sex sexuality.”144 Taking 
her lead, this conclusion returns to the consideration of how visual sapphistries revise our 
understanding of female sexuality, bonding, and intimate relationships. I have taken up that 
mantle by posing the following questions throughout this thesis: What makes a photograph 
sapphic? How does the photograph change the landscape of visual sapphistry? Further, how can 
a vernacular photograph be incorporated into a visual sapphic lineage? Where and in what ways 
do we locate feeling in vernacular photography?145 And overall, what is the function of visual 
sapphistry? Throughout the exploration of these questions, it has become evident that the search 
for sapphistries and its resulting archive is ultimately, as Batchen observes about the history of 
snapshots, a “history obsessed with life rather than art.”146 Indeed, I was spurred by my vested 
interest in seeing myself in history, captivated by what I found, and encouraged by the 
possibilities of the lives of the women within them. Within this framework, this project has been 
able to do two things. First, it has paired an affective interrogation of what constitutes an archive 
with the invocation of an “affective intentionality” to create a counterarchive.147 Secondly, it has 
posited a way to incorporate vernacular photography into visual sapphistry through the 
incorporation of “queer feelings,” queer positionality, and ultimately, a queer knowing.148 As 
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such, these pages have demonstrated the following two things: (1) the ways in which visual 
sapphistry supports the sapphic subject’s agency through the assurance that our lives, stories, and 
existence do not get erased nor dismissed and (2) the ways in which visual sapphistry functions 
as communal memory and provides a basis for collective sapphic culture. 
While many of the images from the Introduction’s example of what a sapphic visual 
lineage, or visual sapphistry, could look like were created by men, the early 1900s saw a shift 
into the hands of women due to societal and technological advances. From then on until the 
present day, visual sapphistry becomes an ever-expanding archive; this happens particularly 
towards the end of the 20th century, when the gay rights movement saw a boom in efforts to 
create representation. No matter the authorship, historical representations of sapphism are 
captivating since the varied contexts from which they emerge provide a fascinating foundation 
for understanding both the history of female sexuality and the history of how women relate to 
other women. Like Rupp’s Sapphistries, visual sapphistries “[contribute] to ongoing discussions 
about the nature of sexuality across time and place” and demonstrate “the range of ways that 
women have come together [that] makes clear that how women act on their desires, what kinds 
of acts they engage in and with whom, what kinds of meanings they attribute to those desires and 
acts, how they think about the relationship between love and sexuality, whether they think of 
sexuality as having meaning for identities, whether they form communities with people with like 
desires—all of these are shaped by the societies in which they live.”149 Visual sapphistries, in 
conjunction with sapphistries, offers an expansive view and understanding of female sexuality 
and bonding across time, cultures, and locales; an understanding that even when it is not tied to 
an identity, it is tied to the affective resonance of human relationships. 
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Where does visual sapphistry go from here? My current understanding of visual 
sapphistry posits five kinds of sapphic images: stated, signaled, sensual, speculative, or a 
combination of these. “Stated” sapphic images are ones where the image maker or person(s) 
within the image are known sapphics. This is the case of the photographs with Claude Cahun and 
Marcel Moore (Figure 16), the portrait of Paris’ “militant sapphic” Natalie Barney and her 
partner Renée Vivien (Figure 12), and Sir Professor Zanele Muholi’s self-portrait (Figure 17). 
“Signaled” sapphic images are ones that through coded dress, accessorizing, or other modes of 
queer flagging, indicate to the viewer that the content is queer. An example of this type of image 
are those from Le Monocle (Figures 14–15), where both the name of the club and many of the 
women within the photographs sport the most iconic form of sapphic signaling from the time. 
“Sensual” sapphic images are ones that include nude, sexual, or pornographic content. Whether 
those represented or making such images are or are not sapphic, the intrinsic sapphic content 
remains. Examples of these include the various nude, sensual, and sexual images from the 
introduction (Figures 1–8, 10–11, and 13) as well as some of the photographs from the Peter J. 
Cohen Collection that I originally pulled as reading as sapphic (Figures 21–30). “Speculative” 
sapphic images are ones where there are no explicit contextual details that state queerness, yet 
through affective readings sapphism either becomes a possibility or is undeniable. These kinds of 
images include the ones collected in Chapter Two (Figures 55–98). Of course, an image could 
traverse more than one of these categories. Using an organizational pattern such as this one is 
one way to coordinate the archival process of future visual sapphistries or to examine the popular 
archives of visual sapphistry that already exist, even if they do not go by that name.  
The popular desire for visual sapphistry in contemporary queer culture is evidenced by 
the numerous Instagram accounts that do similar counterarchival work. Three major examples 
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are the popular accounts of Sapphic Art History (@sapphic.art.history, 57.3k followers), 
Herstory (@h_e_r_s_t_o_r_y, 162k followers), and Black Lesbian Magic (@blacklesbianmagic, 
35.4k followers). The first, Sapphic Art History, catalogues sapphic women from art history 
from the 1700s until the present-day. The images included in this account would fall under the 
categories of stated, signaled, and sensual. The second account, Herstory, chronicles both pop 
culture and high art in sapphic herstory.150 The content included in this account would be 
categorized as stated, signaled, and sensual. Lastly, the account Black Lesbian Magic, collects 
images from Black women who love women to create a community that “enriches and 
celebrates” their lives.151 The images on this account would fall under the categories of stated 
and sensual. The contemporary sapphic visual landscape extends to memes as well, which is 
evidenced by numerous Instagram accounts such as Hotmessbian (@hotmessbian, 164k 
followers), Gay Girl Inc (@gay_girl_inc, 109k followers), God I’m Such a Dyke 
(@godimsuchadyke, 104k followers), Lesbian Pulp Zine (@lesbianpulp, 18.6k followers), and 
Mad Dyke Mag (@maddykemag, 9,949 followers). Many of these accounts follow each other 
and they all have overlapping followings. I include these accounts here to demonstrate the range 
that visual sapphistry has and the possibilities that further interventions with the field could 
explore. Additionally, meme accounts function similarly as visual counterarchives. Indeed, each 
of the Instagram accounts listed above work parallel in their efforts to congregate content that (a) 
“both [communicate] and [dissimulate] same-sex desire,” and (b) create communities, collective 
memory, and contribute to sapphic culture.152 
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The potential for the counterarchive of visual sapphistry is expansive. Returning to the 
medium of vernacular photographs, it is possible that thousands of photographs that could be 
read in similar ways as the pages above may exist throughout the world. Such a project would 
entail searching for photographs in flea markets, photography fairs, trunk shows, and thrift stores 
internationally, as well as scouting global eBay auctions and connecting with the international 
network of dealers who specialize in vernacular photography. Ideally a counterarchive of global 
visual sapphistry would be taken up by interested parties, organized in creative ways, and remain 
widely available for others to engage with. While the collection and conservation of visual 
sapphistries is a passion of mine, it is lifesaving to those in locales where the pursuit of same sex 
relationality is ostracizing, criminalizing, or life threatening. It cannot be stressed enough that in 
the search for sapphistries, “historical awareness and personal liberation [go] hand in hand.”153 
Suffice it to say that the scope, impact, and affect of visual sapphistries, from vernacular 
photographs onwards, is ongoing and exponential. The queer archival impulse towards visual 
sapphistries is not new—queer activists, theorists, historians, photographers, artists, archivists, 
and scholars have been working with the desire to feel backwards for decades. I stand on the 
shoulders of many people who have been engaging with this subject via these various avenues 
long before me—people who have always understood that “history has no mouthpiece of its 
own; it can only speak through the interpretations of those who tell the stories of the past.”154 
Counterarchives, in their various forms, work to ensure that the histories that dominant powers 
attempt to silence do not remain hidden. The affective turn is rooted in a turn towards “a body’s 
 
153 Craig M. Loftin, “Secrets in Boxes: The Historian as Archivist,” 53, kindle. 
 




belonging to a world of encounters or; a world’s belonging to a body of encounters.”155 The 
convergence of the two is what makes projects such as this one possible.156 In the queer 
community we talk a lot about how elders are important, and like Roxane Gay states, “in the 
queer community we need an expansive definition of elders.”157 In the same vein, visual 
sapphistries are important and we need an expansive definition for them. Engaging vernacular 
photographs through an affective framework is one such expansive interpretation. I am endlessly 
curious about historical queerness and the various expressions and receptions of sexuality across 
times, cultures, and locales. This is partly due to the fact that for the majority of my life I did not 
have knowledge of nor access to an expansive understanding of love and sexuality; so, turning to 
the past is one way that informs my understandings and explorations of both. While “some 
people go to gay bars to…immerse themselves in gay culture,” I sought out queer culture in 
history, collections, and archives as a search for identity and community.158 In doing so, in my 
role as historian-as-archivist and historian-as-curator I approached this project and its source 
materials by marrying the academic to the personal. As such, I have repeatedly found that “to 
love a photograph is no more—and no less—than to feel it.”159 Undoubtedly, photographs 
cannot be divorced from the feelings that animate them and archives cannot be divorced from the 
feelings that curate them. 
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Figure 1. Athenian vase painting, c. 500–323 BCE. From Leila J. Rupp, Sapphistries: A Global 







Figure 2. A depiction of a “dual feminine” deity, c. 5–7th centuries CE, Devikapuram (city of the 
Goddess), Tamil Nadu. From Leila J. Rupp, Sapphistries: A Global History of Love 







Figure 3. Hans Baldung Grien, Neujahrsgruß mit drei Hexen (Three Witches), 1514, black pen 
washed with grey and white ink on paper, 12 1/4 × 8 1/4 inches (30.9 × 21 cm), 
Albertina, Vienna. From Leila J. Rupp, Sapphistries: A Global History of Love 






Figure 4. A male interpretation of what went on in women’s quarters, illustration from a 17th 
century CE translation of a 12th century CE Islamic Indian text, Islamic Mughal Empire, 
India. Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris. From Leila J. Rupp, Sapphistries: A Global History 





Figure 5. Illustration from John Cleland’s Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure (popularly known as 
Fanny Hill), c. 1760s. Depiction of a young woman’s initiation into a brothel. From Leila 
J. Rupp, Sapphistries: A Global History of Love Between Women (New York: New York 





Figure 6. Louis Binet, Par ses baisers éxcite mes désirs, je suis, ma bonne, au comble des 
plaisirs (With your kisses exciting my desires, I am, my darling, at the height of 
pleasure), c. mid to late 18th century, illustration of Marie Antoinette and the Duchess of 
Pequigny. From Leila J. Rupp, Sapphistries: A Global History of Love Between Women 





Figure 7. Mughal Empire, c. 18th century, a depiction of intimacy between two women. From 
Leila J. Rupp, Sapphistries: A Global History of Love Between Women (New York: New 





Figure 8. Hokusai, Manpuku Wagojin (The Gods of Conjugal Delights), c. 1821, ink and color 
woodcut on paper, right side of a double page spread from an illustrated book in 3 
volumes, 8 5/8 × 6 1/4 inches (21.9 × 15.9 cm). From Leila J. Rupp, Sapphistries: A 





Figure 9. Richard James Lane after Lady Mary Leighton, The Ladies of Llangollen (Sarah 
Ponsonby; Lady (Charlotte) Eleanor Butler), 1836, lithograph, 15 1/4 × 11 inches (38.7 × 
27.8 cm), National Portait Gallery. From Leila J. Rupp, Sapphistries: A Global History of 





Figure 10. Gustave Courbet, Le Sommeil (The Sleep), 1866, oil on canvas, 62 1/4 × 88 1/4 
inches (158 × 224 cm), Petit Palais, Paris. From Lilian Faderman, Surpassing the Love of 
Men: Romantic Friendship and Love Between Women from the Renaissance to the 





Figure 11. Chauvet, illustration from Histoire de ma vie (The Memoirs of Jacques Casanova), c. 
late 19th century, a privately printed edition of the 1822 memoire and autobiogaraphy by 
the Italian adventurer Giacomo Casanova. From Lilian Faderman, Surpassing the Love of 
Men: Romantic Friendship and Love Between Women from the Renaissance to the 





Figure 12. Portrait of Renée Vivien (left) and Natalie Barney (right), c. 1900, Bibliothèque 
Littéraire Jacques Doucet, Paris. From Leila J. Rupp, Sapphistries: A Global History of 





Figure 13. Tamara de Lempicka, Les deux amies (Two Friends), 1923, Association des Amis du 
















Figure 16. Claude Cahun and Marcel Moore, Moore and Cahun reflected in a mirror in their 










Figure 18. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 4 





Figure 19. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 4 
× 2 1/2 inches (10.2 × 6.4 cm). Inscription on verso reads: “Ruth Johnson & Margaret.” Peter J. 





Figure 20. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 2 





Figure 21. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 2 





Figure 22. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 4 






Figure 23. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 5 





Figure 24. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 4 





Figure 25. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 4 





Figure 26. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 5 





Figure 27. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 4 





Figure 28. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 5 





Figure 29. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 3 





Figure 30. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, 1942, unspecified photograph, 2 3/8 × 2 
3/8 inches (6 × 6 cm). Inscription on verso reads: “1942/Red’s Bar Girls.”  Peter J. Cohen 





Figure 31. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 2 





Figure 32. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, cut postcard, 4 × 2 1/4 






Figure 33. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 4 





Figure 34. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 2 





Figure 35. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, 1918, unspecified photograph, 2 5/8 × 4 
3/8 inches (6.7 × 11.1 cm). Inscription on verso reads: “Edna, Verma, Blanche, Carisa/1918.” 





Figure 36. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 4 





Figure 37. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 2 





Figure 38. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 4 





Figure 39. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, 1925, unspecified photograph, 5 × 3 1/4 
inches (12.7 × 8.3 cm). Inscription on verso reads: “The man with painted/moustache, katy hat, 
big/shoes & ice cream pants/is Lorreine/The little bride with lace/curtain is her school mate 12 
yrs/old, her name is Blanche Rebo./The place is another view/of our lily pool./Aug. 1925./Marie 






Figure 40. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 4 






Figure 41. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 6 





Figure 42. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 4 
1/2 × 2 5/8 inches (11.4 × 6.7 cm). Inscription on verso is illegible. Peter J. Cohen 





Figure 43. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 3 





Figure 44. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 3 





Figure 45. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, postcard, 5 1/2 × 3 1/4 





Figure 46. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, postcard, 5 3/8 × 3 3/8 
inches (13.7 × 8.6 cm). Inscription on verso is illegible, but there are traces of a message 
on the left, an address on the right, and a US postage stamp in the top right corner. Peter 





Figure 47. Photographer unknown, Ruth and Lenorah Smith, 1918, unspecified photograph, 4 
3/8 × 3 1/2 inches (11.1 × 8.9 cm). Inscription on verso reads: “Miss. Ruth & Lenorah 






Figure 48. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 3 





Figure 49. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 4 





Figure 50. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, postcard, 3 1/2 × 5 3/8 
inches (8.9 × 13.7 cm). Inscription on verso reads: “Dear Cousins, Henry & Effie/This is 
that [illegible]/I promised I would/send you, we are all feeling/better & hope you are 
all/well. I will send Ed’s/picture, for I knew, you will/want to remember how he/looks 
with a mustache for/he won’t keep it long, believe me,/& this other is [illegible]/as Rome 






Figure 51. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, postcard, 5 3/8 × 3 5/8 





Figure 52. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 5 
5/8 × 3 3/8 inches (14.2 × 8.6 cm). Inscription on verso reads: “Hope/(center).” Peter J. 





Figure 53. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, cut postcard, one of two, 3 





Figure 54. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, 1915, postcard, 3 3/8 × 5 3/8 inches (8.6 × 
13.7 cm). Inscription on verso reads: “‘Just men’/[Illegible] Apr. 13, 1915.” Peter J. 





Figure 55.  Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 4 





Figure 56. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 2 





Figure 57. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 2 





Figure 58. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 3 





Figure 59. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 2 





Figure 60. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 2 





Figure 61. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 3 





Figure 62. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 2 





Figure 63. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, 1913, unspecified photograph, 3 5/8 × 2 
3/8 inches (9.2 × 6 cm). Inscription on verso reads: “[Illegible]…room for two in Mineral 





Figure 64. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 4 





Figure 65. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 3 





Figure 66. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 2 





Figure 67. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 3 
1/2 × 2 3/8 inches (8.9 × 6 cm). Inscription on verso reads: “BASEBALL J11658.” Peter J. 





Figure 68. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 2 





Figure 69. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, 1943, unspecified photograph, 3 1/8 × 4 
1/8 inches (7.9 × 10.5 cm). Inscription on verso reads: “Me/Margaret Knight/Spring of 1943/at 





Figure 70. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 3 





Figure 71. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 4 





Figure 72. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 4 





Figure 73. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 3 






Figure 74. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 5 





Figure 75. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 3 





Figure 76. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 5 





Figure 77. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 4 





Figure 78. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 3 





Figure 79. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 3 





Figure 80. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 5 





Figure 81. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, 1929, unspecified photograph, 4 1/2 × 2 
3/4 inches (11.4 × 6.9 cm). Inscription on verso reads: “3/Betty Jane Gibbs/1929.” Peter J. 





Figure 82. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 3 





Figure 83. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 4 





Figure 84. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 3 
7/8 × 2 7/8 inches (9.8 × 7.3 cm). Inscription on verso reads: “[Illegible]/went to church.” Peter 





Figure 85. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 3 





Figure 86. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 4 





Figure 87. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 2 





Figure 88. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 3 





Figure 89. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 2 





Figure 90. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 2 





Figure 91. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 3 





Figure 92. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 4 





Figure 93. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, 1941, unspecified photograph, 3 1/2 × 2 
1/2 inches (8.9 × 6.4 cm). Inscription on verso reads: “Patti ✓/Patty ✓/Jane ✓/Swannie ✓/Alice 
✓/Mary Swan/holding/Alice Stuffreid/Lake Alexander/June 1941.” Peter J. Cohen Collection, 





Figure 94. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 3 





Figure 95. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, photobooth picture, 1 7/8 × 





Figure 96. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, photobooth picture, 2 × 1 





Figure 97. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, 1944, photobooth picture, 3 × 2 1/2 inches 
(7.6 × 6.4 cm). Inscription on verso reads: “Dorothy & [Illegible]/[Illegible]/1944.” Peter J. 





Figure 98. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, photobooth picture, 2 × 1 





Figure 99. O.R. Bauman, subjects unknown, 1906, gelatin silver print, real photo postcard, 5 1/2 
× 3 1/2 inches (13.9 × 8.9 cm). Inscription on verso reads: “Chicago 9-23./Dear cousin: May/find 
time soon to/write you a letter/at present this is all I/can do. Best wishes/to all./J.K.” Postmarked 
1906. Addressed to Miss Clara Kottmann/Thornton/Iowa. Backmark on verso reads: “This post 
card is a real photograph made by O.R. Bauman/[Illegible.] Chicago.” From David Deitcher, 
Dear Friends: American Photographs of Men Together, 1840–1918 (New York: Harry N. 






Figure 100. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, c. 1880, tintype, 3 3/8 × 2 1/2 inches (8.6 
× 6.4 cm). From David Deitcher, Dear Friends: American Photographs of Men Together, 1840–





Figure 101. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, c. 1905, gelatin silver print, real photo 
postcard, 5 1/2 × 3 1/2 inches (13.9 × 8.9 cm). Inscription on verso reads: “Sam Shimp/George 
Troop.” From David Deitcher, Dear Friends: American Photographs of Men Together, 1840–





Figure 102. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, c. 1905, gelatin silver print, 5 1/2 × 3 1/2 
inches (13.9 × 8.9 cm). From David Deitcher, Dear Friends: American Photographs of Men 





Figure 103. Thorburn, Clifford Stulk (?) and Raymond Wickoff, c. 1990, cabinet card, card: 6 
1/2 × 4 1/4 inches (16.5 × 10.8 cm). Inscription on verso reads: “Clifford Stulk (?)./Raymond 
Wickoff.” Backmark on verso reads: “Thorburn/Hightstown, N.J.” From David Deitcher, Dear 




    
 
Figure 104. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, 1951, unspecified photograph, 4 3/4 × 4 
1/4 inches (12.1 × 10.8 cm). From Hugh Nini and Neal Treadwell, Loving: A 






Figure 105. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 4 
1/2 × 2 7/8 inches (11.4 × 7.3 cm). From Hugh Nini and Neal Treadwell, Loving: A 







Figure 106. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, 1945, unspecified photograph, 2 1/4 × 3 
1/4 inches (5.7 × 8.3 cm). Note reads: “Kitzbuhel, Austria, May 1945, Pfc Dariel Burns, 
Johnny, In the snow up on the Alps-.” From Hugh Nini and Neal Treadwell, Loving: A 




   
 
Figure 107. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, 1910, unspecified photograph, 4 1/2 × 2 
3/4 inches (11.4 × 6.9 cm). Note reads: “Rocky Nook Labor Day 1910.” From Hugh Nini 
and Neal Treadwell, Loving: A Photographic History of Men in Love 1850s–1950s 





Figure 108. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, postcard, 3 3/8 × 4 3/8 
inches (8.6 × 11 cm). From Hugh Nini and Neal Treadwell, Loving: A Photographic 





Figure 109. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 3 
1/8 × 4 7/8 inches (7.9 × 12.2 cm). From Hugh Nini and Neal Treadwell, Loving: A 






Figure 110. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, unspecified photograph, 3 
× 4 5/8 inches (7.6 × 11.7 cm). Note reads: “First ‘Friends’ Bobby.” From Hugh Nini and 
Neal Treadwell, Loving: A Photographic History of Men in Love 1850s–1950s (Milan: 5 





Figure 111. Photographer unknown, subjects unknown, date unknown, photo strip, 1 2/5 × 1 
inches (3.5 × 2.7 cm). From Hugh Nini and Neal Treadwell, Loving: A Photographic 
History of Men in Love 1850s–1950s (Milan: 5 Continents Editions Srl, 2020). 
